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I. DIGEST

Hasidism has been one of the most explosive and persistent revivalist movements in

Jewish history. Its social and spiritual dynamics have fascinated scholars over the past

origins and success. Many of the prevalent theories, based primarily on social and

While these factors may have provided the potential for Hasidism to emerge, they did not

necessarily produce it as had been suggested by earlier scholars.

The aim of this rabbinic thesis is to take a closer look at the origins of Hasidism as

reflected in the teachings of R. Israel Ba’al Shem Tov (c. 1700-1760), who is credited as

being the founder of the movement. There are two aspects of the above statement that

First, the word “reflected” is intended to suggest that thedeserve clarification.

ideological origins of Hasidism did not begin with, nor were limited to, the teachings of

the Besht (as Rabbi Israel is generally known.) Most of his ideas, if not all, were derived

from earlier rabbinic and kabbalistic sources. What makes his teachings of particular

significance, however, is the unique way in which he drew those ideas together in order

to respond to the spiritual needs of his time and place. Elements of later Hasidism that

did not develop until a generation or two after R. Israel’s death are also reflected in his

For example, the institution of tzaddildsm. thoughteachings, albeit in latent form.

founded by disciples of R. Israel’s successor, was nothing less than an extension of his

iv

sixty years,1 but there has been little agreement over the exact causes of the movement’s

1 Gershom Scholem, one of the pioneers in the academic study of Jewish mysticism, delivered a series of 
lectures at the Jewish Institute of Religion in New York in 1938. These lectures were later expanded and 
published as his most famous work, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism.
2 Green, Arthur, “Early Hasidism: Some Old/New Questions,” in Hasidism Reappraised, pp. 441- 
442.
3 See Ma 'amarim (Sayings) 5 (pp. 43-44) and 8 (p. 48).

economic factors, have been disproved by modem scholarship only in the past decade.2

views on the role of the tzaddik?



The other aspect of the above statement to be clarified pertains to the word

masters. This literary genre, popularized by Buber in the early twentieth century, has

immediate and broad appeal to diverse audiences. The homiletical literature, on the other

hand, is much more difficult to access. It is highly dependent upon exegesis of Scriptural

text and is interwoven with numerous quotations from Talmudic and later literature. The

extensive use of kabbalistic sources is even more problematic. Although this genre of

literature is largely ignored in Reform Jewish circles, it offers a rich source of non-

theistic ideas and approaches to spirituality that are remarkably compatible with a post­

modern worldview.

More than social and economic factors, I hope to demonstrate that it was Rabbi

Israel’s unique synthesis and application of existing religious ideas, as expressed in his

teachings, that are primarily responsible for the growth and success of a movement he

Professor Moshe Idel writes:

In translating and analyzing an original anthology of Rabbi Israel’s teachings, I also

hope to generate greater interest in, and access to, the homiletical literature of the early

We, as Reform Jews, may find it a useful resource in theHasidic movement.

revitalization of our own movement.

v

4 Idel, Moshe, Hasidism: Between Ecstasy and Mage., pp. 18-19. (emphasis is mine.)

are tales of the early

was later credited with having founded. With regard to the success of Hasidism,

“It’s vitality derives not so much from the fact that it provided an effective answer 
to a certain historical situation, but from its ability to exploit the achievements of 
previous generations of Jewish mystics, who had supplied the stones out of which a 
new mystical edifice could be built.”4

“teachings.” The most widely read works of Hasidic literature
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INTRODUCTION

THE ORIGINS AND SUCCESS OF THE HASIDIC MOVEMENT

Hasidism, or “the new Hasidism” as it was known when it first began,1 originated

decades it grew to embrace tens of thousands of adherents and became a massive folk

movement. By the early nineteenth century it dominated Eastern European and only

continued to spread. The impact of Hasidism even made its mark on its antagonists who

came to be known as the mitnagdim or “opponents” of the movement.

social frameworks, creating its own distinct religious ideals and practices and giving new

vitality and meaning to existing patterns of life. It proved able to withstand the fierce

opposition of an established rabbinic leadership, demonstrating tremendous strength and

stability. Although its dynamics have changed considerably over the past two centuries

of its existence, Hasidism as a movement is still a major force in the Jewish world and

continues to grow in size and strength.

Numerous theories have been proposed to explain its explosive growth and

Many of the prevalent theories, based primarily on social andunparalleled success.

For example, there is little doubt that the movement’s origins and growth were related to

external conditions - two in particular being the fiasco of the Shabbatean movement and

1

THE ORIGINS OF HASIDISM AS REFLECTED IN THE TEACHINGS OF R. ISRAEL 
BA’AL SHEM TOV: An Annotated Translation of Selected Passages From Keter Shem Tov

economic factors, have been disproved by modem scholarship only in the past decade.

1 Dinar, “The Origins of Hasidism and Its Social and Messianic Foundations,” in Essential Papers on 
Hasidism, pp. 86 and 172, n. 1.

Internally, Hasidism effectively consolidated the masses of its followers into new

and developed in its earliest stages in mid-eighteenth century Poland. Within a few



the withering of Jewish self-government in Poland. However, these conditions provided

only the potential for Hasidism to emerge; they did not necessarily produce it as had been

0suggested by earlier scholars. While poverty and oppression may have also been factors,

it has been determined that the movement’s founders were not champions of the lower

unlettered, given the scholarly dispositions and achievements of some of its leaders, such

as R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye and Shneur Zalman of Liadi. It was most likely the

complex interaction of many factors that gave rise to Hasidism, but remaining at the heart

of the movement throughout each stage of its development were the teachings of its

founder, R. Israel Ba’al Shem Tov.

WHAT WE KNOW OF THE TEACHINGS OF THE BA’AL SHEM TOY

In examining the original teachings of the Ba’al Shem Tov, or the Besht (the

acronym by which he is often referred), we should keep in mind that he himself never

wrote them down. All that we have are a few letters bearing his name, and collections of

his sayings that were written down by his disciples and their disciples. This makes it

extremely difficult to determine what he actually said and what was only remembered,

sometimes decades later, and attributed to him by students who had their own ideological

agendas.

The letters of the Ba’al Shem Tov do contain some valuable details pertaining to his

life and teachings and were incorporated into the collections of his sayings and life stories

written by his disciples. They include a letter to his brother-in-law, Abraham Gershon of

2

2 See Arthur Green, “Early Hasidism: Some Old/New Questions,” in Hasidism Reappraised, pp. 
441-42.

classes as they have previously been portrayed. Nor was Hasidism a rebellion of the



Kutow (published in Ben Porat Yosef), to Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye (Shivhei ha-Besht),

to Moses of Kutow (Butzina de-Nehora), to an anonymous individual (Shivhei ha-Besht),

and to R. Meir av bet din of Staro-Konstantinov (Mayim Hayyim). Some scholars

question the authenticity of the letters, or at least certain passages that appear to be later

Most of what we know of the Ba’al Shem Tov’s teachings is from works

published long after his passing in 1760. It was twenty years after his death that his most

prolific disciple, R. Jacob Joseph of Polonnoye, compiled hundreds of sermons and

homilies which he had learned from the Besht in his works Toledot Yaakov Yosef (1780),

Ben Porat Yosef (1781) and Tzofenat Pane'ach (1782). Students of R. Israel’s successor,

R. Dov Baer of Mezeritch, published other anthologies of teachings and instructions

attributed to their teachers, such as Maggid Devarav le-Ya ’akov, also known as Likkutei

collection entitled Likkutim Yekarim was published from the manuscripts of R. Meshulam

Feivish of Zborez (1792).

Over the century to follow, works continued to be printed from unpublished

manuscripts, such as Or Ha’emet, published in 1899 from a manuscript of R. Levi

Yitzchak of Berdichev. Others were compilations from existing anthologies, one of the

1793). Many of these publications are similar

in style and content, as it seems that manuscripts and anthologies were widely circulated

and copied from without any order

3

earliest being Tzava’at Harivash (1792 or

or system. About thirty-five years after R. Israel’s

3 Rosman, Founder of Hasidism: A Quest for the Historical Ba ’al Shem Tov, pp. 99-105.

additions.3

Amarim (1781; second edition with supplements 1784; third edition 1792). A similar

death, Aaron ben Tzvi Hirsch ha-Kohen of Opatow published an anthology entitled Keter



edited and arranged in 1938 by Simeon Menahem Mendel Wodnik.

THE PRIMARY SOURCE USED IN THIS STUDY
The primary source examined in this study is Keter Shem Tov.4 At least a dozen

The

editions used in this study were published in 1973 and 1998 by the Kehot Publication

Society, which publishes Hasidic texts under the auspices of the Habad movement. No

English translation of this book yet exists.

Keter Shem Tov is divided into several parts, the first containing 248 ma ’amarim,

or sayings, printed in Hebrew. The second part contains 182, all of which vary in length

commentaries and kavanot, or meditations, most of which are printed in Yiddish. The

Kehot editions include appendices providing the biblical, rabbinic and kabbalistic sources

for passages quoted in the ma ’amarim. The 1973 edition also contains critical footnotes,

not included in the 1998 edition, citing the location in other anthologies where identical

or variant ma ’amarim may be found.

It appears that many of the sayings in Keter Shem Tov were taken from the earlier

works of Jacob Joseph. Many of the sayings can be found in other anthologies as well.

In spite of this fact, or, perhaps, because of it, some scholars consider Keter Shem Tov to

be a problematic source for examining R. Israel’s original teachings since it includes

4

Shem Tov. A much later and more extensive anthology, the Sefer Baal Shem Tov, was

4 This text was personally recommended to me on 01/28/98 by Professor Moshe Idel, who said it ‘would be 
easier and more appropriate” for this project.
5 Publication dates for those editions found in the HUC-JIR, Cincinnati library: 1796, 1850, 1854, 1858, 
1865, 1890, 1956, 1960, 1968, 1972, and 1973.

editions have been published since it originally appeared in Zolkiew in 1794-95.5

from one sentence to half a page. The third section consists of a large collection of



traditions stemming the Maggid of Mezeritch and other figures. Furthermore, the lack of

a direct connection between R. Aaron and the R. Israel increases the likelihood of the

It is also possible that it was named

after a medieval kabbalistic work of the same title written in Palestine by a R. Shem Tov

THE BA’AL SHEM TOY AND HIS SOCIAL SETTING

Before looking at an assortment of ma’amarim from the first part of Keter Shem

Tov, we should briefly consider the life and times of the man to whom they are attributed,

R. Israel ben Eliezer (c. 1700 - 1760). Most of what we know about his life is derived

from the oral traditions and legendary tales handed down by his pupils. These tales were

collected and published as Shivkhei ha-Besht (Khpust and Berdichev, 1814-15; In Praise

of the Ba'al Shem Tov, 1970). Recent scholarship has made it possible to sift through

much of the legendary material and ascertain a clearer picture of the man based on more

impartial sources.

It is generally accepted that Israel ben Eliezer was bom in Okop, a small town in

heder and later as a watchman at a synagogue. According to tradition, in his 20s he went

5

Podolia, and orphaned as a child. He managed to eke out a living first as an assistant in a

Incidentally, the title Keter Shem Tov literally means “Crown of a Good Name.”

into hiding in the Carpathian Mountains in preparation for his future tasks. He was

crowning achievements of the Ba’al “Shem Tov.”

6 A description and structural analysis of Keter Shem Tov can be found in G. Nigal’s study in Sinai 79 
(1976): 132-146. Unfortunately, I was unable to locate this publication.

ben Abraham Ibn Gaon.7

inclusion of non-Beshtian material.6

It may have been intended to signify that the book comprises the “Crown” or the



accompanied by his second wife, Hannah, the first having died shortly after their

marriage. There he lived for several years until settling in Tluste around 1730.

In the mid-1730s - Hasidic tradition fixes it on his 36th birthday - Israel became

known as a ba 'al shem (“master of the name”), a title given to the many itinerant healers

who wandered through towns and villages writing amulets and effecting their magic

through the manipulation of God’s names. Israel, however, settled in the town of

Miedzyboz and acquired the distinction as being the ba 'al shem tov, the “good master of

The circles of his followers and admirers widened rapidly, mostly being

drawn by his magnetism and the widespread reports of his miracles. Several groups of

hasidim, which had formed earlier, also came under his influence and accepted his

R. Israel’s teachings do not indicate any exceptional talmudic scholarship on his

part, although he was apparently well-versed in the rabbinic literature. Furthermore, his

teachings do not contain anything new that cannot be found in kabbalistic literature. Yet,

within a few short years, the confluence of social and economic conditions, his

charismatic personality and reformulation of mystical pietistic ideas, resulted in a

movement that brought relief to the masses from messianic tensions and social problems

that had driven them into depression, if not utter despair.

I have already mentioned the fiasco of the Shabbatean movement, the followers of

the self-proclaimed messiah, Shabbatai Tzvi, who sent the Jewish world into a tailspin by

his conversion to Islam in 1666. The withering of Jewish self-government in Poland in

the eighteenth century further eroded already the strained relations between the rabbinic

6

nun

the name.”

o

leadership to a greater or lesser degree.

7 Idel, Studies in Ecstatic Kabbalah, p. 121.



elite and the illiterate masses. Added to these tensions was the social situation in

Miedzyboz at the time of the Besht. There was, as historians have long suspected, a wide

social gap marked by signs of enmity between ruler and ruled, rich and poor, the elite and

There were other levels of conflict, as well, in the vortex of social

confrontation, such as different versions of elite versus elite, artisan versus artisan and

poor versus poorer. The array of power relationships and alignments was complex and

Within this complexity, R. Israel has often been characterized as an anti­

establishment figure who aimed at establishing a broadly based, popular movement.

Recent scholarship has determined, however, that quite the opposite was true. Far from

being an anti-establishment figure, it appears instead that the Besht maintained good

relations with all components of Miedzyboz society. He was supported by the

establishment to the end of his days in Miedzyboz, and such support was extended to his

This may have been the beginning of a tradition of hasidic

leadership in which the tzaddik, or spiritual exemplar, represented a force for unity in an

increasingly disharmonious community, rather than an alternative institution appealing

R. Israel’s respected position in society is apparent, not only from various letters

and civil documents, but from his own teachings as well. Following are several examples

7

8 Jewish pietism, frequently referred to as ‘hasidism,’ existed in various forms prior to the emergence of a 
cohesive movement later designated as ‘Hasidism.’
9 Rosman, Moshe J., "Social Conflicts in Miedzyboz," in Hasidism Reappraised, p. 57.
10 Rosman, pp. 58-9.
11 Rosman, p. 59.
12 Rosman, pp. 61-2.

the lower classes.9

ever-changing.10

son after his death."

19 primarily to the disaffected.



of the doctrines R. Israel was known to espouse that give us a clearer picture of how he

viewed his role and responsibility as a spiritual leader:

1) The claim that the future redemption of Israel was dependent on the diffusion of his

2) The demand that a mystic should serve as communal leader and be responsible for

3) the ‘organistic’ conception of the relationship between the leader and the community —

the notion that all the constituent parts of the Jewish people function as a single organism

4) the condemnation of the ascetic withdrawal of the mystic from public life as serving

5) the definition of the task and obligation of the leader as the elevation of the common

people to a higher level of existence by infusing spiritual meaning into their mundane

lives (the doctrine of‘worship through corporeality’).17

While the Besht clearly saw himself as a spiritual leader, recent scholarship

indicates that he never intended to found a mass movement, mystical or otherwise. His

teachings were confined to a rather small circle of individuals who had identified

8

I

no positive purpose but rather nourishing the divine attribute of harsh judgements and

both the spiritual and material well-being of the community;14

own teaching;13

constraint (dm);16

13 See M. 1.
14 See Mm. 5, 8.
15 See Mm. 9, 15, 18, 58,116, 133.
16 See Mm. 39,219
17 See Mm. 4, 63, 64, 69; see also Shmuel Ettinger, "Hasidism and the Kahal in Eastern Europe," in 
Hasidism Reappraised, p. 66.

and are accountable to one another;15



It could be said that the Besht’s

relationship to Hasidism is analogous to Jesus’ relationship to Christianity in that neither

teachings and by their behavior were adopted, developed, and made into institutions by

later figures. Only when Hasidism emerged as a bonafide movement, long after R.

Israel’s death, was the role of a “founder” created by the movement’s adherents and

opponents alike. In his own time, however, R. Israel would have probably described

himself as a hasid like his contemporaries, who introduced only minor changes based on

existing precedents.

This does not mean that the Besht was an insignificant figure during his

lifetime. In his special role as a respected ba'al shem, R. Israel had a firm base in an

important community, was active beyond its confines, and enjoyed fame that outlived

him. While probably not as well known outside his own region in his lifetime as some

figures were in theirs, such as the Vilna Gaon for example, he did have a small following

of associates who felt they were helping to spread his teachings after his death, much as

the Gaon’s disciples did for their master’s legacy, or as Jesus’ disciples did for his. This

legacy, together with the personal contact between the Besht and his associates, inspired

into a mass movement utilized both his reputation and his teachings as the foundation of

their efforts.

9

18Etkes, Immanuel, "TheZaddik," in Hasidism Reappraised, p. 160.

themselves as hasidim even before they met him.18

consciously founded a new religious movement. The ideals they exemplified in their

profound religious creativity in his name. Those who built the new Hasidic movement



THE CENTRAL TEACHINGS OF THE BA’AL SHEM TOY
As was mentioned earlier, there was nothing new in the teachings of the Besht

that did not already exist in Jewish religious thought. Any innovations popularized in his

name had their roots in earlier kabbalistic literature. What was new was the emphasis

given to certain ideas and the conditions that allowed those ideas to take root in new soil.

literature, it means “clinging to God,” an interpretation that developed over many

centuries, long before the innovations attributed to the Besht.

DEVEKUT

The word devekut goes back to the Biblical use of the verb dvk. It appears several

times in the Pentateuch as an explicit commandment. For example, in Deuteronomy 4:4,

Moses tells the Israelites: “V’atem ha-d'vaykim ba-donai - Ye that cleave unto the

LORD your God are alive every one of you this day.” Later, in 30:20, Moses adjures the

Israelites to “love the LORD thy God, to hearken to His voice - ul’davka vo - and to

cleave unto Him....” In these and similar passages,19 the importance of this command is

reiterated, but what is meant by “cleaving to God” is not explained. We can assume it is

a call to strengthen the bond between man and God - or at least a demand for devotion to

God’s will.

In the Talmud, the question is raised several times as to how one can “cleave” to

passage in Sotah 14a, it can be accomplished by the imitation of God and emulating His

10

One such idea, which, in fact, became the central doctrine in the Besht’s teachings, was

the concept of devekut, which literally means “adhesion” or “clinging.” In Hasidic

God who is described in Deuteronomy 4:24 as a “devouring fire.” According to a



Here, what was a verbal expression in the scriptures becomes an abstraction.

Another passage is even more suggestive. In a beraita in Sanhedrin 64a, R. ‘Akiva says

the following in regard to Deuteronomy 4:4: “But ye that did cleave unto the LORD your

God - d’vaykim mamash - literally cleaving.” The use of the word mamash (literally) is

In kabbalistic literature, devekut is frequently mentioned as nothing less than the

highest religious ideal to be attained. Since the thirteenth century, the term has been

understood by mystics to imply a sense of close and intimate communion with God. In

his classic essay on the topic, Scholem notes that in this literature, devekut is generally

First of all, it is

connotations; it can be realized in this life, in a direct and personal way, by every

individual, and has no Messianic meaning. It is an individual attainment and private

experience.

The second trait that characterizes devekut in kabbalistic literature is that,

although attained within the framework of this world, it is realized only by the

paradoxical means of abnegation and denial of worldly values. Moses Nachmanides, for

example, in his commentary on Lev. 18:4, speaks of “those who abandon the affairs of

this world and pay no regard to this world at all,

11
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as though they were not corporeal

19 See also Deuteronomy 10:20, 11:22, and 13:5.
20 Dan, “Devekut,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 5, col. 1598.
21 Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 38.
22 Scholem, “Devekut, or Communion with God,” pp. 204-5
23 ibid, p. 204.

a value without eschatological

attributes.20

characterized by three traits.22

interpretation.21

beings, but all their intent and purpose is fixed on their creator alone.”23

intriguing and, in the opinion of Moshe Idel, suggests a distinctly mystical



The third trait that characterizes devekut in kabbalistic literature is that, although

it is a contemplative value, it can be sustained in social intercourse. This is evident in the

In

the writings and sayings attributed to R. Israel, it is this trait that gave way to the

popularization of devekut in Hasidism.

If it is so that none of the above traits were unique to Hasidism, what, if any,

innovations were introduced by its founder? It should first be noted that it was not so

much the meaning of devekut that changed in Hasidism as its place, and this was, indeed,

a significant change. The novel element was the radical character given to devekut by

this change. Scholem maintains that this new emphasis on devekut comprises the real

difference between Hasidism and Lurianism; the substitution of a private and

contemplative experience for the broad and comprehensive action that was the essential

Professor Idel also claims that explicit mystical interpretations of devekut occur

Such interpretations seem to have been influenced

or the

Neoplatonic union of the human soul with the universal soul. By the early twelfth

century, the influence of these ideas can be seen reflected in the use of the word devekut.

For example, R. Abraham ibn Ezra (c. 1092-1167) discusses the “cleaving” of the

12
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24 ibid, pp. 205-8.
25 ibid, p. 217.
26 ibid, p. 39.

thinkers; ideas such as the Aristotelian “union with the Active Intellect,”

9“neutralization of Messianism” that took place in early Hasidism.

26throughout Jewish medieval texts.

writings of Maimonides, Nachmanides, and Moses Hayim Luzatto, to name a few.24

by Greek philosophical ideas which were discussed widely by Jewish and Arabic

meaning of tikkun. He credits this phenomenon as being a significant factor in the



century, R. Menachem Recanati writes of a mystical process that occurs: “c’shehu

Mystical interpretations of devekut evolved further in post-medieval kabbalistic

literature. In the fourteenth century, R. Samuel of Acre described devekut as an elevation

of the mind leading one through the stages of equanimity and solitude to the Ru ’ah ha-

By the sixteenth century, Isaac Luria prescribed

special meditations that could help one achieve devekut and thus attain religious

But it was among Luria’s contemporaries in Safed, particularly Moses

Cordovero and his school, that an intense interest in devekut became a central focus. It

was perhaps the Cordoverean Kabbalah that most deeply influenced the teachings of the

R. Israel Ba’al Shem Tov.

In both Cordoverean and Beshtian teachings, devekut implies a constant

communion with God; a vivid and overwhelming consciousness of the Omnipresent as

the sole true reality. The Besht expanded that notion, however, to extend beyond the

and include even the mundane

Furthermore, devekut was no longer an extreme ideal to be

longer the last rung in the ladder

of ascent, as it was in the Cordoveran Kabbalah, but the first.

13

m’dabek nafsho b’nefesh ha’elyonah — when one’s being cleaves to the supernal

realized only by members of a spiritual elite. It was no

27 ibid, p. 45.
28 Recanati, Commentary on the Pentateuch, fol. 37d; cited in Idel, p. 43.
29 R. Samuel of Acre, SeferMe'irat ‘Eynaim, p. 218; cited in Idel, pp. 49-50.
30 “Devekut,” in The Encyclopaedia of Judaism, p. 206.
31 See M. 28,81, 198 and 216.
32 See M. 17,28, 167 and 174.
33 See M. 8, 15, 17 and 66.

Being.”28

and Torah study32contemplative realm of prayer31

perfection.30

activities of daily life.33

Kodesh (Holy Spirit) and prophecy.29

individual soul to its supernal source, the universal soul.27 By the turn of the thirteenth



to be truly aware of God’s omnipresence and immanence is the

realization of devekut. Conversely, to be out of devekut is not simply a state of

estrangement from God, but a negation of His oneness and all-pervading presence. The

Besht formulated this idea in the words of the Torah, ve-sartem-va-avadtem elohim

meaning, “once a man turns aside

from devekut and the fixation of his thought on God, he is considered as one who serves

Because of his emphasis on the constant possibility of devekut, R. Israel did not

advocate withdrawal from worldly life and aloofness from society. To the contrary, he

emphasized the importance of joy in the worship of God and vigorously opposed fasts

According to Israel, physical pleasure can give rise to spiritual

A physical act can be considered a religious act if the one

performing it intends to worship God and the path to ecstasy by way of prayer and Torah

study is open by all:

This bold reformulation of ideas may help explain the attraction Hasidism has

held for the “common Jew.” And in this regard, it is no wonder that many scholars have

14

34 Toledot Ya’akov Yosef, 195b.
35 Deut. 11:16.
36 Scholem, “Devekut, or Communion with God” in The Messianic Idea in Judaism, p. 209.
37 See M. 219.
38 See M. 63.

i • 34quoted as saying;

other gods and there is no mediating path.”36

aherim, “lest you turn aside and serve other gods,”35

“Devekut...is the key that opens all locks. And this [advice] - to attach yourself to 
the words of prayer and Torah - applies to everyone. For every Jew, even the most 
common Jew, can come to experience the loftiest devekut."39

pleasure, i.e., devekut.

and asceticism.

According to the Besht, devekut is the starting point of one’s religious life, not the 
(/'s''

end. All one has to do it to take his monotheistic faith seriously. “Faith is devekut” he is

described early Hasidism as an attempt to bring “mysticism to the masses. In recent



While the Besht clearly states that

devekut is possible for everyone, it is not so clear that he intended this ideal to be

Furthermore, a close scrutiny of the individuals who made up the Besht’s intimate

Scholem, in his assertion that early

Hasidism aimed at putting devekut within the reach of every Jew, and Dubnow, with his

a popular, almost vulgar movement, despite the considerable

distance between their views shared the same misconception: both were inclined to

explain Hasidism at its inception in terms of its later manifestations. Thus we should try

to understand R. Israel’s teachings in the rather discrete setting in which they were passed

on, and not as if they were intended for a mass audience. This is particularly important

with regard to the concept of devekut — a concept that loses its intensely subjective

quality when superimposed onto a larger population for the sake of determining its social

implications.

As for the metaphysical implications of R. Israel’s teachings, little attention is

given to the ultimate stages of spiritual attainment in his doctrine of devekut. Despite his

pantheistic tendencies, the Besht does not tend to draw the ultimate conclusion that man’s

conclusion may have been latent in his thought, it was only clearly articulated in the

teachings of his successor, Dov Baer, also known as the Maggid of Mezeritch. The

15
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individuality is completely effaced at the height of the prayer experience. While such a

portrayal of Hasidism as

39 From the Ba’al Shem Tov’s comments on parashat Noach in Keter Shem Tov, p, 16 in Hosafos, #11.
40 A. Rapoport-Albert, ‘God and the Zaddik as the Two Focal Points of Hasidic Worship,’ pp. 299-329.
41 M. 1.
42 Piekarz, ‘Hasidism as a Socio-religious Movement on the Evidence of Devekut,' pp. 231-32.

circle of associates shows that he operated within a small circle of ‘hasidim,’ or

traditional mystics and pietists of the old school.42

years, however, such assertions have been rejected.40

implemented by the masses - except, perhaps, in the days of the Messiah.41



closest R. Israel comes to an elaboration of the ultimate aim of devekut is to be found in

his comments regarding the concept of yihud.

Yihud

Devekut may or may not mean “union” in the sense of the mystical union between

be understood as “unification” or “the realization of union.” The term has not always had

a mystical connotation, and it is not always easy to determine what is meant by it.

Sometimes it means concentration of mind by uniting all its powers on one focal point.

Sometimes, where it appears in non-mystical literature, it means even less — namely, the

acknowledgement of God’s unity. In Hasidic literature, the term took on an expanded

both because he concentrates on it and brings about a “unification” by making into an

with God and Torah by the process in which the core of his own being is bound up with

the core of all being. This idea was taken up with great vigor in the radical mystical

theology of the Maggid of Mezeritch.

Avodah be-gashmiyut

The doctrine of avodah be-gashmiyut, the worship of God by means of mundane

or corporeal acts, was touched on briefly in our discussion of devekut. As it is an

essential element in Hasidic thought, it is worth mentioning here in a bit more detail. It is

frequently explained as an interpretation of the biblical verse, “In all thy ways shalt thou

!
16

b

I

God and man, but it leads to a state, or rather, implies an action called yihud, which can

meaning. If a man “binds his thought to the root of the Torah,” this is called a yihud,

organic whole what previously seemed separated and isolated. He becomes “united”



=

If it is incumbent upon

impulses by transforming them into the good, then the realization of such an idea

demands involvement in that very area in which these impulses are made manifest - the

concrete, material world.

longer recognizes the principle that certain acts are sanctified in themselves; rather, it is

the manner in which the act is performed that sanctifies it. Here we are no longer dealing

person’s spiritual intention, or kavanah, and inner experience. Consequently, the horizon

of action broadens to include all of person’s actions - even the most elementary - such as

eating and drinking, sexual relations, and all forms of work and business.

Contrary to the claims that this doctrine relieves its practitioners of their religious

obligations, the call for avodah be-gashmiyut is one which makes greater, rather than

lesser, demands upon the individual. Flight or insulation from concrete reality, and any

contempt towards “corporeal” phenomena, are thus a sin and a closing of one’s ears to

one’s attitude towards concrete reality as such also changes.

that the earliest circle of Hasidism attempted to classify society in terms of men of

17
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the boundaries of action and time are expanded and themselves become legitimate means

Avodah be-gashmiyut can be understood as an expansion of the scope of “holy

a person to worship God with all his natural

Instead of viewing certain specific times and acts as suitable for this “service,”

While it is possible that this teaching largely contributed to Hasidism’s mass

know Him.”43

service.”

with the rote execution of a sacrament, or performance of a mitzvah. What counts is a

appeal, it was originally not intended to be practiced by the masses. It is a known fact

for worshipping God. This changes the criterion for the concept of “holiness,” as it no

43 Proverbs 3:6.

the mission to which he is called. With the expansion of the realm of “holy service,”



matter” (the masses) and “men of form” (the mystical elite). Although it appears that the

it

Prayer and Torah Study

According to the Besht, prayer is the most accessible path to God, open to the

common occasion for devekut, the attainment of which is then said to extend beyond

prayer into one’s daily activities.

The Besht was known to exemplify his views toward prayer in his own life and

ecstatic mode of worship. His admirers were fond of describing the light and fire that

emanated from his person while he prayed, and the countless miracles that were effected

was by virtue of his prayer, rather than his intellectual acuity, that he merited his unique

The Besht apparently inherited a kabbalistic outlook regarding prayer that was

meant that, despite the literal meaning of the liturgy, prayer was not primarily conceived

as an act in which God was petitioned to fulfill and individual’s needs. Rather, prayer

functioned theurgically, effecting changes in the unseen, higher worlds. Through prayer,

uniting various components in the higher realms, cause shefa (beneficence and

18

was still possible for them to infuse their lives with holiness by way of prayer.

Besht did not at all intend avodah be-gashmiyut to be practiced by “men of matter,”44 i

one could elevate divine sparks that had been trapped in the material world and, by

44 Schatz-Uffenheimer, Hasidism as Mysticism, p. 55.
45 Tzava ’at Harivash, sect. 41.

attainment of spiritual perfection and his revelations of supernal matters.45

due to the extraordinary intensity of his kavanah, or concentration. We are told that it

illiterate peasant no less than to the saint and scholar. It is also the most direct and

greatly influenced by prayerbooks that followed a Lurianic approach. In effect, this



abundance) to descend into the world from its divine source. Although he adopted this

basic model from the Lurianic Kabbalah, he seems to have had little interest in the

myriad specific details and complexities that characterize Lurianic prayer. Instead, he

described the aim of prayer mostly in general terms, focusing less on the precise

operations thought to take place in the higher realms and more on the subjective

experience of the person praying.

he did not belittle the importance of communal worship. He also placed some value in

However, he believed that the primary aim of

prayer is the attainment of devekut and yihud, which could be achieved by “entering into

the letters of the prayer.” According to kabbalistic thought, the Hebrew aleph-bet is the

The Besht typically describes letters arepowerful creative and spiritual energies.

thus a contemplative act in which one unites one’s own spiritual energy or essence with

the ruhaniyut in the letters of prayer. Thus, as the words and letters of prayer “ascend”

heavenward, so does one’s own ruhaniyut JunXiX it becomes united in a yihud with the

end).

The technique of entering into the letters of prayer carries over into R. Israel’s

approach to Torah study. In kabbalistic thought, the Torah is like a garment that clothes

the divine. If one can see through the outer garment, one can discover the inner essence,

19

“vessels” containing God’s spiritual energy or ruhaniyut. “Entering into the letters” is

46 See M. 216.
47 SeeM. 109 and 138.

divine, spiritual essence of the universe referred to as the boundless Ein Sof (without

Although the Besht recommended that one pray in solitude whenever possible,46

the common forms of petitionary prayer.47

divine language by which God created the universe. Locked within each letter are



the truly unpronounceable name of God, that ordinarily remains hidden within each word

and letter. According to the Besht, it is this name of God, the spiritual essence of the

Torah, which is evoked by true study and worship. Here he gives new meaning to the old

Jewish phrase torah lishmah, typically understood as Torah study for its own sake, much

as we might say “art for art’s sake.” The Besht, however, uses the literal meaning of

lishmah (“for the sake of its name”) to reflect the more esoteric approach he advocates -

Sublimation of Alien Thoughts

Within the context of prayer and Torah study, the Besht recognized that problem

problem, he developed strategies and theological positions that are among the most

original aspects of early Hasidic thought.

To begin with, the established position in the time of the Besht was that

extraneous thoughts are a hindrance to prayer. The goal of prayer is to turn away from

the material concerns of ordinary consciousness and to ascend into the spiritual realm.

To the extent that the mind is preoccupied by materialistic concerns it is prevented from

Thus the conventional view regarding extraneousreturning to its spiritual source.

thoughts was that they should be rejected. One should forcefully turn the mind to the

This strategy made perfect sense as long as thespiritual objects of contemplation.

underlying theological position was dualistic. As long as a rigid distinction was made

between sacred and profane, between God and the world, extraneous thoughts could play

20
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to discover the hidden element inherent in the letters and words.48

48 Scholem, “Devekut, or Communion with God,” in Essential Papers on Hasidism, p. 284.

of undesired thoughts that frequently enter one’s consciousness. In response to this



no role in worship. They were essentially a distraction caused by the “evil urge” in man

that a spiritual person was enjoined to reject.

The problem of “extraneous thoughts” was not an important issue for Lurianic

contemplative agenda. The Lurianic kavanot presented a comprehensive program of

he ascended through the spiritual worlds. Concentration on these precise kavanot may

have had a side effect of preventing, or at least reducing, the intrusion of foreign

thoughts.

One factor that seems to have influenced R. Israel’s approach to extraneous

thoughts was his apparent predilection toward the more pantheistic Kabbalah of Moses

Cordovero as opposed to the dualistic Kabbalah of Isaac Luria. Faith in divine

immanence was essential in his concept of devekut and his belief in the essentially divine

nature of extraneous thoughts. If God is to be found everywhere, even in seemingly

undesirable thoughts, then the rejection of such thoughts would imply a diminution of

God’s power, which in theory must be unlimited. Rather, they can be viewed as vessels

containing divine energy that need only be elevated and returned to its source.

Despite his all-encompassing affirmation of faith in divine immanence, the Besht

did not infer that all thoughts were, in practice, to be treated as vessels containing divine

emanation. In the second part of ma ’amar 39, a criterion is offered whereby a person can

determine whether an extraneous thought should be elevated or rejected. He concedes

in need of release and elevation. The other is the type known to earlier periods of Jewish

21

that two types of extraneous thoughts exist. One type indeed contains a holy spark that is

specific objects of contemplation which constantly occupied the mind of the kabbalist as

kabbalists, perhaps because their manner of prayer involved a highly structured



thought,

noticing whether a basis for elevating the thought immediately presents itself. In other

words, if the extraneous thought can be immediately related to one of the sefirot, it can be

elevated to that divine source and thus play a role in the process of prayer. Theoretically,

any thought can be considered a derivative of one of the sefirot. For example, thoughts

of lust may be viewed as remote extensions of the divine quality of love that is rooted in

the sefirah hesed. Thus the content of the thought is not the issue, but rather whether the

relationship of the thought to its root in the sefirot is immediately apparent. If so, the

thought constitutes no threat to maintaining the contemplative state. However, if the

solution does not immediately arise, elevation would require diverting the mind from its

contemplative state in order to discursively determine an appropriate divine root. Since

maintaining the contemplative state of devekut is most important, the second type of

thought must be rejected as a potential disturbance.

The Besht did not entirely reject the established position regarding extraneous

Passages do exist that counsel rejecting such thoughts under certainthoughts.

circumstances and particularly during its initial stages of ones spiritual development,

extraneous thoughts represents an important and innovative aspect of his teachings. As

many of the Besht’s opponents viewed the teaching

frequently attacked as being

pretentious if not heretical. Thus it became one of the central points of contention in anti-

22

as a weapon of the yetzer ha-rah (“the evil urge”) whose intent is to nullify a

development of Shabbatean tendencies, the practice was

as an extension and further

when contemplation or devekut is still weak. Nonetheless, the practice of elevating

person’s prayer. The criterion offered for distinguishing between the two involves



Hasidic propaganda. As Hasidism eventually became a popular movement, the practice

of elevating extraneous thoughts was de-emphasized.

The Tzaddik

Although the institution of tzaddikism developed after the death of the Ba’al

Shem Tov, two of its fundamental tenets have their roots in his teachings: the recognition

of the existence of individuals (tzaddikini) whose spiritual qualities are greater than those

of other human beings and who are outstanding in their higher level of devekut-, and the

conception of the Jewish community at large and the mutual responsibility of all

Within this

framework, the tzaddik becomes the center of his community. He influences society and

is influenced by it. The task of the tzaddik is to teach the people to worship God by

means of devekut and to cause sinners to repent. The tzaddik descends spiritually to the

sinner, associates with him, and by his own ascent raises him and restores him to

goodness, aiding him in purifying himself of his blemishes. The tzaddik can also restore

and elevate the soul of a sinner who has died. It is related that R. Israel performed such

Clearly this idea of the descent of the tzaddik recalls Shabbatean notions and

some scholars view it as a Hasidic transformation of the Shabbatean doctrine of the

descent of the Messiah. Whether or not that is true, we do know that R. Israel’s doctrine

contained none of the later elements of “practical tzaddik-\sxn,” particularly the belief that

left to the Maggid’s disciples to
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the tzaddik must be supported by his disciples. It was

49 Shivkhei ha-Besht, p. ???
50 See M. 1.

members of the nation, as “every Jew is a limb of the Shekhinah.”49

acts to restore the souls of deceased sinners.50



take the final step and place this doctrine into a realizable social context through the

institution of tzaddikism, a connection almost entirely foreign to early Hasidism.

Yeridah Tzorech Aliyah

A principle that was explicitly articulated in the teachings of the Maggid of

Mezeritch and only alluded to by the Besht himself, is that of yeridah tzorech aliyah —

derived from the Lurianic myth of the breaking of the vessels, according to which the

intensity of divine light given in creation was too great for the lower worlds to bear and

(expanding “Israel” to “humanity”), is to descend in search of these scattered bits of light

danger in the descent, namely the danger of remaining in what should be only a transitory

Here the Besht takes the Lurianic myth of “raising divine sparks” and internalizes

episodes of Shabbetai Tzvi and the perverse activities of Jacob Frank, the Besht restored

its credible application. Yeridah tzorech aliyah in his teachings became the natural ebb

and flow in spiritual life that we might describe, in more prosaic terms, as our “ups and

precedes the dawn of Israel’s redemption, so do times of darkness alternate with those of

light in the life of each individual, “for light is greater when it proceeds from the dark.”

24

Everyone must go through periods of inner darkness (depression, doubt, temptation) in

stage.51

and to ascend with them, restoring them to their source in God. Of course there is a

it in psychological terms. While this reinterpretation was used to justify the bipolar

downs.” Just as night precedes day in the order of creation, or as the long night of exile

the vessel containing the light shattered. The human task, according to the Besht

“the descent, or stepping-down, is necessary in order to ascend to a higher rank.” It is



order to increase the light that emerges in the triumph over them. The more profound the

sufferings given to an individual, the higher the sparks that lie within the person’s grasp

to redeem, if the strength can be found to effect that transformation. Ultimately there is

nothing in the universe so irremediably evil, since all comes from God, that it cannot be

recovered for the holy.

Personal Redemption

As mentioned earlier in the above section on devekut, Gershom Scholem

described the

More recent scholars

have argued that this emphasis was not so new, but existed in the less dominant teachings

the personal in the teachings of the Besht replaced a previously widespread preoccupation

with messianism and the acceleration of an eschatological era. He felt that the salvation

of the soul of the individual must necessarily precede the redemption of the world.

R. Jacob Joseph explained, in the name of the Besht, that redemption operates on

three levels, olam (the sefirotic world), shanah (the physical world), and nefesh (the

individual). The three levels correspond to the Shekhinah (God’s divine presence), the

Jewish people, and the individual soul. Since the exile of the individual soul occurred

first, it is also the first redemption that must be prayed for. It is only after attaining the

25
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of Luria’s contemporary, Moses Cordovero. In either case, it is true that the emphasis on

new emphasis on devekut as the substitution of a private, contemplative

51 See M. 90.
52 Scholem, “Devekut, or Communion with God,” p. 217.

experience for the broad, messianic aims of Lurianic Kabbalah.52



In

other words, one must redeem oneself before attempting to redeem others.

Personal redemption became an integral part of the Maggid of Mezeritch’s

teachings and his doctrine of unio mystica. Many of the Maggid’s disciples, notably R.

new centrality to the concept of the tzaddik, a concept virtually absent from the Maggid’s

own teachings. As a result, the idea of personal redemption disappears from their

teachings and is replaced by redemption through adherence to the tzaddik. The tzaddik

became the intermediary through whom all spiritual and physical needs are met. This

doctrine reached its apogee in the teachings of R. Elimelekh's disciple, the Seer of

In the Przysucha-Kotsk school, which rejected of trend toward popular tzaddik-

ism, personal redemption remained a central concern, reaching its fullest development in

i
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Elimelekh of Lyzhansk, moved away from his elitist individualistic mysticism and gave a

53 Faierstein, Morris M. "Personal Redemption in Hasidism" in Hasidism Reappraised, p. 215.
54 ibid., p. 215.
55 ibid, p. 214.

personal redemption of the soul that one can aspire to the other levels of redemption.53

the writings of R. Mordecai Joseph of Izbica.55

Lublin.54



TRANSLATION AND EXPLICATIONS OF SELECTED PASSAGES,

OR MA ’AMARIM (SAYINGS), FROM KETER SHEM TOY
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May his righteous and holy memory be blessed with life in the world to come (zeicher 
tzaddik v ’kadosh livracha I ’chaye haolam habah) 

his soul is in the Geniza on high (nishmato b 'ganzei maromim) 
May his holy merit protect us and all Israel. Amen.

R. ISRAEL
THE BAAL SHEM TOV

I

Which is a collection of the holy words of...
May the Holy G-d bless him, whom there is none like since the days of the early sages, 

except in the name of heaven glory of Holiness of our lord, teacher and rabbi...

(1972) 5733 of Creation 
in the 70th year of His Holiness our teacher and master and rabbi, may he live a long life, 

Amen, (sh ’y ’chaye I’orechyamim tovim, amen.)
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Ma 'amar 1

The only writings left by the Ba’al Shem Tov are a few letters bearing his name.

While their authenticity is debated by scholars, these letters have been elevated by

Hasidim to the level of sacred literature. As mentioned earlier, they have been

perhaps, the most famous letter, written to his brother-in-law, Rabbi Abraham Gershon of

Kutow, was reproduced as the very first ma 'amar in Keter Shem Tov.

This letter, or epistle, first appeared in the work Ben Porat Yosef by Jacob Joseph

of Polonnoye. The work was published in Koretz in 1781, some twenty years after the

death of the Ba’al Shem Tov. The letter was originally given by the Ba’al Shem Tov to

Jacob Joseph to be delivered to R. Abraham Gershon, who was at the time in Palestine.

Jacob Joseph, however, failed to realize his plan to journey to the Holy Land and the

epistle was thus never delivered. The caption to the letter in the Koretz edition of Ben

Porat Yosef reads:

Numerous editions of the letter, with all sorts of variations, have been published.

The edition in Keter Shem Tov is only a portion of the longer version printed in Ben

Porat Yosef In the latter edition, Rabbi Israel begins with personal greetings and

miscellaneous matters and ends with tearful apologies for his inability to travel to Israel

himself or to send money. We also find two sections in the description of his celestial

29

This is the letter which the Rabbi, Israel Ba’al Shem Tov, his memory be for the 
life of the world to come, gave to our teacher, the author of this book, Rabbi Jacob 
Joseph haKohen, to deliver to his brother-in-law, Rabbi Gershon Kitover, who was 
at that time in the Holy Land. But through a hindrance brought about by God, 
blessed be He, he did not journey to the land of Israel so that it remained with him 
in order to bring merit to our people the children of Israel.56

56 Ben Porat Yosef, p. 

incorporated into various collections of teachings attributed to the Besht. What is,



ascent of the soul,” as well as a description of a second ascent which occurred on Rosh

Hashanah three years later, that are not included in the Keter Shem Tov edition.

Following is the text of the famous epistle as it appears in the first ma’amar of Keter

Shem Tov:
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I) A copy of a letter that was written by the holy R. 
Israel Besht, may his memory abide in the world to 
come (zichrono Tchaye...), to the Holy Land.

K
n vnpn inn snow mixn pnyn 

nvnpn pxb n*nbr
wn ww? rpn nro JT'*O 
WN ib yvrs notznn n”by
wi Kbt? na hkiw D’Kbw onm 
nwi wt by nay ova mn iy 
5nba atzzb wbya wrabi ’nnn 
Tx d*kd ^dk naibi noob hvdk 
naa wn nnnnn jrab wnra 
’b D’»y’irn D’nam ami nnaw 
nDoa’i ■npw ’ba *b D’yn’ DJ’xm 
Tn Dbiyb abiya mbyb mun xira

■nayn

On Rosh Hashanah in the year 5507 (c. Sept. 
1746)57, I made an oath58 and elevated my soul as you 

know [I have been known to do]59, and I saw wondrous 

things in a vision; [things] which I haven’t seen since the 
day I attained maturity60 and that which I saw and 

learned there in my ascent is impossible to recount or to 
relate even mouth to mouth in person. Upon my return 

to the lower Garden of Eden, I saw many souls, both of 

the living and the dead, some of whom were known to 

me and some of whom I did not know. Without limit or 

number, they were running back and forth61 and 

ascending from world to world by way of the “pillar,”62

57 Only two of these ascents have been recorded, both of which took place on New Year’s Day, the 
traditional judgement day of the year when the fate of the people is determined on high. The Talmud 
(Berakhot 18b) refers to a saint (fhasid') who remained in the cemetery on the eve of Rosh Hashanah and 
there learned the decrees in heaven to be issued during the coming year. No doubt this well-known passage 
was in the mind of the Ba’al Shem Tov.

It is not clear what kind of oath the Besht made prior to his ascent, except that it is closely tied to the 
ascent. Perhaps it was a mental or verbal affirmation of his readiness. To engage in such an ascent would 
require complete detachment from one’s physical body and material surroundings. To achieve that kind of 
detachment, it would seem logical that some kind of affirmation or “oath” would be required. Joseph Dan 
translates the phrase as, “I used divine names...” (Teachings of Hasidism, p. 96.)

The intended recipient of this letter was Rabbi Gershon of Kutow, a famous tahnudic scholar who was at 
first bitterly opposed to his sister’s marriage to the Ba’al Shem Tov but later became a disciple. R. Gershon 
knew of that the Ba’al Shem Tov frequently engaged in ascents of the soul.

An expression that means when he became aware of things, mystically.
“ratzo v’shov.” A phrase taken from Ezekiel 1:14 and used frequently in mystical literature, implying a 

reaching toward, and retreat from, the intensity of a mystical vision or a spiritual radiance.
The pillar or column linking the lower Paradise to other levels of reality is well known from earlier 

kabbalistic sources and recurs in various traditions. (Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, p. 321, n. 133.)
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r fi ini

which is known to those who “know” grace63, in a great 
and magnificent rapture that would exhaust the mouth to 
recount and burden the physical ear to hear. Many 
sinners repented and their sins were pardoned because it 
was a propitious time. Also, in my own eyes it was very 
miraculous that some of them were forgiven. Also, you 
know some of them.

nm maun jn-’yn’b yivn 
TMl IDOb HDH HXb* HPX Hbllll 
□’□n dwi dti yiDtpn wan pen 
DH’roaiy onb bnon nawna nrn 
’rya dtp bni pxi ny z’mp mpxa 
ibapni n»ai nnatp nxo xbc’ 
nvn orox nyr nnx dm nawna 
'ibjn txd nan hrdip a*i orora 
wpa nnxa obw b*an nvbya a*i 
OTib Dioxa una iy ’a inxsm ’odd 
na’aa n -pan imin Tiaa nbyn 
n*?xn D’riya nyrbi wpnb mw 
"nzobi myb ub nrnb nbyn uay 
wxrnp nbrnn nnnuzn ddrdi 
’ntppai onny robyb ’didx onu’a 
<uao ’□ ’ay nb’ip ’btp ’am m»o 
D’T’byn roabiyb robybi -jb’b nbra 
wby xb noy by ’nrn ora ’a 
nr-nn ’robyi vnaa robin ro’bya 
h’ipd ba’nb ’ddjdjip ny nma nnx 
D’xann ba oy min n’^a naib dipip 
duti D’jn nyatp oy dt n’pmtm 
’rxi rxd ny nbm nnav wri 
naio wmi mpiy it nn nnavb yrv 
T*myna wtdd by rn irn nnairmp 

idd3 *rxip a*nx ’b lymm

Even they were amazed as they rose in the ascension 
mentioned above. Then all of them unanimously begged 

and pleaded with me until I was embarrassed, saying: 
“Your highness, the honor of your teachings (an 

honorific address), the Lord has graced you with 
exceptional understanding to perceive and discern these 
mysteries. Ascend and be for us a helpmate and 
support.” On account of the great rapture that I saw 

amongst them, I agreed to ascend with them. Then I 
requested of my teacher and rabbi64 that he go with me 

because it is very dangerous, ascending to the supernal 

worlds, since from the day I was able to stand [on my 

own two feet, spiritually] I had not ascended to such 
great heights. I ascended one step after another until I 

entered the chambers of the Messiah wherein the 

Messiah studies snd teaches Torah with all the Tannaim 
and the Tzaddikim and also with the Seven Shepherds.65 

There I witnessed an intense rapture and, not knowing 

why there was such rejoicing, I had thought that this 

rejoicing was, G-d forbid, over my departure from this 

world. But they told me later that I was not about to die

According to a legend, the last subject discussed by the Besht was the pillar of the souls. (Buber, Tales of 
the Hasidim: Early Masters, p. 84.)
63 A term for the mystics.
64 The Besht’s teacher was Ahiyah the Shilonite. See Keter Shem Tov 143. Ahiyah is mentioned in 1 
Kings 11:29, 14:2, and is said to have been from the generation of the Exodus. He is also said to be the 
prophet Elijah, who reveals himself to those who are worthy. See Bava Batra 121b, Introdution to Yad: 
Zohar 1:4b, 3:309a. (see Kaplan, Meditation and Kabbalah, p. 339)
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I was astonished on account of this and was greatly 

distressed by the length of time this would take. When 
would this be possible? But, nonetheless, I learned 
while there three special charms and three holy names, 
and they are easy to learn and explain. And so my mind 

was put at ease and I thought it was possible: that on 
account of this the people of my age (his 

contemporaries) would also be able to reach the stage 

and level that I have attained. That is to say, they too 

will be able to ascend and learn and achieve what I have 

achieved. But no permission was given to me to reveal 

this as long as I live. I even requested, for your sake, 

that I may be allowed to teach you, but I was given no 

permission whatsoever and I swore that I would abide by

65 According to the Talmud, these are Adam, Seth, Methuselah, Abraham, Jacob, Moses and David, (see 
Sukkah 52b)

A kabbalistic concept of effecting harmony in the totality of creation by “connecting” (unifying) things to 
their spiritual root.

A paraphrase of Proverbs 5:16: “Let thy springs be dispersed abroad, and courses of water in the streets.”
One of the anticipated results of the spread of R. Israel’s teachings, according to what he heard from the 

Messiah, was that all Jews would become able to “perform yihudim and ascensions” as he did. This 
inclusion of the ascent as a common ideal is highly significant: until then a privilege for a small elite, the 
Besht believed it could be diffused to and practiced by a larger public.

as yet since it is pleasing to them on high when I 
perform unifications66 down below through their Holy 
Torah. But the nature of their happiness I do not know 
to this day.

So I asked the Messiah himself, “When is Master 
coming?” He replied, “By this you shall know: in the 
time when your teachings become famous and revealed 
throughout the world and “your well gushes forth and 

overflows’’67 that which I taught you and you have 
grasped, so that others will be able to perform 
unifications and engage in ascents as you do.68 Then all 
the kelipot69 will perish and it will be a propitious time 
for salvation.”
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Explication: The intensity of this experience must have been rare, even for the Besht,

given that we only know of two such experiences. Since he mentions that he had not had

such an experience since the day he became mystically aware of things, it is possible that

it was

That would not be at odds with accounts of those, even in our own day, who say their

lives were changed, albeit on a smaller scale, by ecstatic, traumatic, or even psychedelic
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a third and similar experience that marked the beginning of his mystical career.

69 “husks” or “shells”, analogous to the crude husk that encompasses the edible fruit; a kabbalistic term for 
the realm or forces of evil and impurity.
70 Cf. Judges 18:6; Proverbs 5:21.
71 A paraphrase of Proverbs 4:21.
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this. However, this I will make known to you. May 
God be of help to you and may your way ever be 
towards God.70 When you pray and study let [my 
words] not forsake you.71 With every word and 
utterance that departs from your lips, have in mind to 
bring a unification [of G-d’s name] for in every single 
letter there are worlds and souls and divinity. These 
letters rise and connect themselves and become unified, 

one with another, until [all] the letters connect and 
become unified and a word is made which joins itself 
completely with the Divine. Let your soul be included 
with them on every level as described above. In this 

way, all the worlds are united as one and ascend to cause 
an immeasurable happiness and joy. In your 
understanding [it is like] the happiness of the 
bridegroom and bride on a smaller scale in the physical 

world. So much the more (koi sheken] in the supernal 
realm such as this!

Without a doubt, G-d will be your help and wherever 

you turn you will succeed and become wise. “Give to 
the wise and he will become wiser.”72



that contained divine potency. As early as the thirteenth century, meditative kabbalistic

When a person utters the Hebrew letters, words and prayers of the traditional

liturgy, he participates in a process in which he is able to bring down the flow of divine

grace into all of creation. The Besht writes that “in each letter there are worlds, souls and

divinity,” an expression which seems to imply that each letter contains a microcosmic

united with God and through them all worlds are united with God. The Besht compares

the joy inherent in such unification - if it can be compared at all - to the union of a bride

and groom

Considering the placement of this account as the very first ma ’amar, one may

wonder if it was intended to serve a function similar to the mystical accounts related at
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experiences. As for the nature of his experience, we can only imagine its initial breadth 

and intensity, given that he was only able to describe what occurred when he “returned to 

the lower Garden of Eden.”

reflection of the macrocosm. That includes the cosmic process whereby human souls are

I^ro verbs 9*9

systems regarded the letters as a primary means for attaining contact with the divine 

immanence.73

The advice given to R. Gershon by the Besht following his ascent is typical of the 

latter’s approach to the prayer. Although concentrating on the letters diverts one’s mind 

from the literal meaning of the prayer, the technique is intended to be pneumatic, freeing 

one from the concerns of discursive thought. The use of letters as an object of meditation 

is rooted in earlier kabbalistic conceptions which viewed the Hebrew letters as vessels
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the beginning of the book of Ezekiel, chapter six of Isaiah, or I Kings 22:19-22. Perhaps 

R. Aaron of Opatow felt this account would establish the credibility of the Besht as one 

who has merited a mystical, if not prophetic, vision of the supernal realms. The account 

might have been intended to legitimize R. Israel’s mystical knowledge, just as certain 

literary paradigms may have been used in the prophetic literature for similar reasons.

It goes without saying that the ascent of the soul that the Besht describes in his 

letter was not physical. One can say that it took place in his mind, or his imagination.

with which the Besht regards his

that dominates our way of thinking.

We tend to require physical evidence and logical proof before we validate an 

experience or the conclusions derived from that experience. For the Besht, howe 

own subjective experience seems to be just as “real,” if not moreso, than anything 

physical or rational. We might be inclined to ask: “where exactly did he go in his 

ascent?" “How did he know he was talking to the Messiah and not someone else?” “How 

accept and practice his advice based on 

subscribe to a scientific

This, however, does not lessen the importance 

experience. He writes as though he saw what he described with his physical eyes. He 

even bases his advice at the end of his account, and the authority with which he speak 

on this imagined experience. This provides us with an important key to understanding 

his worldview - a worldview which differs fundamentally from the scientific worldview

do we know he wasn’t dreaming?” Would we

such an unverifiable experience? Probably not, for if we 

worldview, such questions would create too great a stumbling block for the concentration 

and perseverence needed in the application of his teachings. What we must then ask

basis for devekut through immersion in Torah study. Hasidism absorbed this idea primarily through the 
Zohar and Safedian texts.



in different ways to this

fundamental, epistemological question.

find in Hasidism less
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74 See Mm. 3, 14, 25, 63, 66, 138, and 206.
75 See Mm. 1, 14, 25 and 63 respectively.

do work has become the justification for their use.

Given the practical, experiential orientation of the Besht, we 

concern with the complex Lurianic theories of the sefirot and their interactions of the 

cosmic realm and a greater interest in their psychological counterparts. Secondly, there is 

less concern with the eschatological messianism that dominated the Lurianic Kabbalah

Thirdly, there is less concern with the 

kavanah, or the intention

ourselves is this: “can there be another standard, other than physical or rational proof, for

and a greater emphasis on personal redemption.

punctilious performance of mitzvot and a greater emphasis on 

with which the mitzvah is performed. In all three cases, the focus is clearly 

subjective experience of the individual. This however, is not at the expense of the greater 

good of society - a criticism that is frequently leveled against mystical teachings. The 

ma’amarim of the Besht clearly reflect concern for social welfare , and Hasidism later 

became one of the most socially cohesive movements in Jewis ry

believing the Besht?”

Several of the ma’amarim translated below respond

74 Generally speaking, the standard for believing 

the truth of what cannot be proven by the senses is faith. It is not a blind faith, however, 

but one that is confirmed by the experience of joy, wisdom, healing or contentment. 

This practical, rather than theoretical approach, can be compared to today’s increasingly 

widespread practice of‘Svholistic” medicine. We may not yet know why acupuncture or 

meditation work in treating a variety of illnesses, but the documented evidence that they



Ma 'amar 2

The following mikveh meditation is based on kabbalistic exercises that reached

their height of complexity in \heyihudim (“unifications”) of Isaac Luria (1534-1572). As

it is a relatively difficult passage for the uninitiated, only the first half is translated here.

Meditations such as these were intended to effect tikkun, cosmic restoration, by repairing

the broken vessels that shattered during the process of Creation. The primary medium for

tikkun was manipulation of the ten sefirot, which can be reconfigured into five groupings,

adding even greater complexity to the entire scheme. These five groupings or

configurations of divine light, called partzufim (“faces”), are given human attributes and

functions determined by the qualities of the sefirot of which they are comprised. The

i.e., “the Indulgent One

The sefirot Hokhmah and Binah were reformed as the partzufim of AbbaOne”).

(“Father”) and Imma (“Mother”) respectively. The fourth partzuf is that of Ze ’ir Anpin

(“the Short-Faced One” or “the Impatient One”), which contains the six lower sefirot,

from Din through Yesod. The final partzuf is Nukva de-Ze ’ir, the “female of Ze ’ir,”

This partzuf contains two aspects:representing the sefirah Malkhut, or Shekhinah.

The focus of this mikveh meditation is on an intricate array of divine “names.”

These “names” correspond to the partzufim and their multiple subconfigurations, whose

Like theunification is effected through formalized and sustained concentration.
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:” or “Forebearing One”) or Attika Kadisha (“the Holy Ancient

76 See Mm. 1, 5, 6, 8, 9, 15, 18, 19, 69, 116, and 58.
77 Fine, “The Contemplative Practice of Yihudim” p. 68.

sefirah Keter was reconstituted as the partzuf of Arikh Anpin (lit., “the Long-Faced One,”

Rachel and Leah?1



structure.

In a way that is highly reminiscent of the seemingly arbitrary combining of

Hebrew letters characteristic of Abulafian mysticism, Luria’s divine “names” are, to a

considerable degree, beyond rational understanding. For the kabbalist, however, to

restructure the cosmic forces operating in the divine realms.
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exercise one’s concentration successfully upon the “names” of God is to theurgically

The mikveh meditation of the Besht, may his 
memory abide in the world to come.

One should first meditate on the esoteric teaching 
mentioned in the Gemorrah78 that there are six steps of 
mikva'ot (pl.) and according to that teaching, [God’s 
name, spelled as]:

yud-hey-vav corresponds to hesed 
hey-yud-vav corresponds to hod 
yud-vav-hey corresponds to netzah 
vav-yud-hey corresponds to tiferet 
hey-vav-yud corresponds to gevurah 
vav-hey-yud corresponds to yesod

and the water that is in the mikveh corresponds to the 
nine yuds [that appear] in the 72, 63, 45 and 52-letter 
[expansions of the Tetragrammaton.]79 The gematria 
begins with the yud and they all [the rest of the letters] 
follow from there. The 72 [letter name] is the first and 
that [corresponds] to hesed which, in gematria, is 72 and 
this is the level of water, and that is why there are 40 
measures corresponding to the 4 yuds in [the Name of] 
72.80 Also, [the word] mikveh in gematria equals 151,

78 Mikvaot, perek la, masechet lb
79 There are four ways to spell yud-hey-vav-hey in Hebrew, each having a different numerical value.
80 In this first plenary spelling, there are four yuds.

partzufim, the “names” of God constitute a vast and complex “map” of the divine



For
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which is the name “Ehyeh” in its plenary spelling,81 
which is really the [sefirah] binah, which is the 

complement of 161 and 143.82 This [corresponds to] the 

composition of the body, which is on account of the 

name KN A, as was said by [R. Isaac Luria] “the Lion,” 
may his memory be a blessing, that the body is [like] a 
clay pot, which cannot be made pure in a mikveh.93 

a clay pot, it’s breaking is it’s purification.84 Thus, 

before entering the mikveh, one must break his own 

bodily heart [inclinations] and receive upon himself the 

yoke of the heavenly kingdom, to renounce his sin and 

from then on be ready to serve, in the love of grace 

(Hesed) and the fear of judgment (Gevurah) so that God 

should be glorifed (Tiferet) in him, as it is said, “Israel, 

in whom I will be glorified.”85 And he will surrender 

himself for the sake of His holiness and, on account of 

this, overcome (Nezach) sin by his trust in God; that he 

give up his wandering and should give thanks (Hod) to 

Him for saving him from the depths of the sea. Then he 

will be included among the righteous foundation (Yesod) 

of the world. Then, on account of this, he will be made 

great and will recognize the glory of His kingdom 
(Malkhuf) for the sake of heaven, forever and ever.86

Another [meditation]: One should meditate upon 

entering the mikveh that the name Adonai is Malkhut. 

This [according to the] esoteric [teachings of the 

Kabbalah] is the word. The name hey-vav-yud is the

81 A plenary spelling of the name Ehyeh has a numerical value of 151.
82 161, 143 and 151 are three numerical values of the plenary spellings of the name Ehyeh.
83 Rashi’s commentary to Leviticus 11:33 explains that an impure clay pot cannot be made pure in a mikveh 
but must be broken.
84 Also, according to Keilim, perek 2a, masechet la, some utensils may be kashered by immersion, but a 
clay vessel cannot be made fit for use once it becomes unfit for use. It it rendered fit only by being 
broken.
85 Isaiah 49:3.
86 Notice the descent through the seven lower sefirot, corresponding to the six steps on descends into the 
mikveh. The seventh sefirah may represent the floor of the mikveh or the state of mind one enters.
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...I have written [this] letter for letter from the holy 

words of the Besht.
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87 Another name for the seflrah, Tiferet, which like a living organism, can grow and mature.
88 The name of the river Jacob crossed over in Genesis 32:23 before wrestling with the man/angel.
89 Proverbs 24:16

Zeir Anpin,87 which is the voice. The name aleph-hey- 

yud is the thought. In the mikveh, the roof corresponds 

to the name aleph-hey-yud (the thought). The four 

walls of the mikveh correspond to the four letters hey- 
vav-yud (the voice). The floor of the mikveh 

corresponds to the name Adonai (the word). These three 

names have the same numerical value as Jabok?8 (yud- 

bet-koof), which symbolically represents yihud (unity), 

b 'racha (blessing) and kedusha (holiness). This is the 

esoteric unification of the holy blessing: (????) One 

should make an effort upon entering [the mikveh} to 

request of God the purification and sanctification of his 

thoughts, his voice and his words. Then, on account of 

the meditation mentioned above, “The righteous man 

falls seven times and rises up again.”89 Even if he 

descends seven steps [to the] lowest [level], God shall 

heal him and make a new covenant with him which shall 

not be revoked. Then a welling up of spirituality will 

shine upon his soul.

The letters of the mikveh’s seah (a specific measure), 

in gematria is the name Adonai, which equals sixty five, 

and the aleph in the word seah is really Hokhmah, which 

corresponds to the first yud in the Tetragrammaton. The 

yud in this spelling is yud-vav-dalet. The vav alludes to 

the six kavin (another measurement, plural of kav) that 

makeupaseaA....



Explication: As mentioned above, this meditation is extremely complex and cryptic to

difficult teaching it is so prominently featured as the second ma’amar. I suspect the

reason is two-fold. First, it may have been intended to lend credibility to the teachings of

the Besht in the eyes of non-Hasidic kabbalists. Although Hasidim was described by

Scholem as the fifth and latest historical stage of Jewish mysticism, a view almost

universally accepted, non-Hasidic mystics and kabbalists were quite active before and

Lurianic kabbalists. For them, this mikveh meditation was standard fare and may have

been placed here to make them feel that the Besht was one of their own.
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during the time of the Besht. Some of the most ardent opponents of early Hasidism were

anyone not well-versed in the Lurianic Kabbalah. I can only speculate as to why such a
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3) From the Besht: an explanation of [the a verse in 
rabbinic literature,] “If only they abandoned Me but kept 
My laws.”90 The explanation [is as follows]: The 
highest level of knowledge is [knowing] that we cannot 
really know.91 There are two types of [this] “not 
knowing.” The first is [exemplified by someone who] 
from the beginning chooses not to investigate and find 
out that it is ultimately impossible to know. The second 
[is one] who investigates and searches until he discovers 
that it is impossible to know. As an analogy,92 [imagine 
that there are] two people who want to know the king. 
One enters all the chambers of the king and enjoys the 
treasures of the palaces of the king, but after that he is

90 from the Yerushalmi, Hagigah 1:7; Petichta Eikah Rabbah, 2. This passage is an emendation of a „ 
biblical verse (Jeremiah 16:11) which reads, “...you...have forsaken Me, and have not kept My laws.” The 
rabbis have just explained how God may pardon the most abominable sins except for a contempt for the 
Torah. As a proof text, they amend the verse from Jeremiah to suggest that God wouldn’t mind if He were 
forsaken, as long as His laws were kept.
91 A very Maimonidean concept.
92 Mashal: lamah hadavar domeh?



Explication: The introduction to this ma’amar, “from the Besht,” is commonly used to

introduce other ma ’amarim throughout the Keter Shem Tov. It is not clear why R. Aaron

uses it when he does. It seems unlikely that it introduces a particular type of teaching.

However, since the ma ’amarim were derived from earlier sources, it is possible that the

introductory phrases reflect the wording used in the original texts.

The Baal Shem Tov frequently uses analogies, as he does here, in which there is a

king who represents God. In this case, he uses it as a means to describing two types of

people: those who seek God by way of the Torah, and those who give up in their search

altogether. He acknowledges that for both types God is unknowable, but the one who

follows the path of Torah and mitzvot is like the one who enjoys the treasures of the

king’s palace.

It is important to note here that the Besht is advocating the performance of

Although his teachings are mystical in nature, they are firmly rooted inmitzvot.

normative Jewish practice and tradition. Here he praises those who keep God’s laws and

indirectly criticizes those abandon God and tradition. The connection between the
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[still] not able to know the king. The second one 
immediately said that it is impossible to know the king, 
and so he does not enter any of the chambers of the king 
and [thus] from the start did not know [the king]. From 
this [analogy] one understands precisely the two types 
mentioned above. “They abandoned Me...” because it is 
impossible [to know Me.] Nonetheless [God says] “If 
only they abandoned Me...” [that is to say,] from the 
search for and knowledge of [God], after [which it is 
written] “...but My laws they kept.”

analogy and the opening verse from Hagigah is tenuous. But as is typical in Hasidic



literature, the scriptural passage serves primarily as a jumping off point for somewhat

tangentially related material.

Explication: The first sentence of this ma’amar may have been a common truism, on

which the Besht elaborates. It is made clearer with the verse from Berakhot. As was the

case with R. Shimeon bar Yohai, accomplished people frequently have admirers who try

imitated, one must examine his or her own level then act appropriately. This requires one

to be humble, honest in one’s introspection, and accepting of one’s own intellectual and

spiritual capacities.
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A commonly used abbreviation for the sisha sedarim, or “six orders of the Mishnah,’ referring to the 
Talmud. Historically, the Catholic Church had banned the Talmud on different occasions, and so it was 
common to refer to it euphemistically. The abbreviation “shas” was easy and inconspicuous enough to 
serve that purpose.

5) From the Besht: The “shas”9* explains: “A Bat 

Kot5 went out and said, ‘All the world is sustained for

93 Berachot 35b. R. Shimeon bar Yohai, who according to tradition wrote the Zohar, is revered as the 
greatest mystic of all time and is even granted superhuman status.

4) From the Besht: Every person should conduct 

himself according to his own level of understanding. 

What is said about this? One who tries to conduct 

himself according to the level of someone else will not 

succeed [on either his own level or that of the other 
person.] This is [the meaning of] what is said, “Many 

imitated R. Shimeon bar Yohai but they did not 
succeed.”93 That is to say that they were not on his level. 

They tried to imitate R. Shimeon bar Yohai, whom they 

saw as being on that level, and therefore they did not 

succeed.

to imitate them. Because someone else’s intellectual and spiritual qualities cannot be



Explication: In the Talmudic passage referred to here, a number of rabbis debate the

meaning of a verse from Isaiah, “Listen to Me, O fierce-hearted ones, who are far from

sustained by God’s righteousness, while the righteous are sustained by their own merits.

Another rabbi explains that the entire world is sustained by their merit, but they

themselves are not sustained by it. The example is given of the righteous R. Hanina ben

Dosa who is said to have lived on a meager basket of dates from one week to the next.

Although the world was sustained by his righteousness, it was not enough to provide for

his own sustenance.

The Besht uses this passage but builds on its original meaning to advance his own

teachings. By punning on the word bi-sh ’vil, he attempts to explain how the world was

He introduces the concept of a cosmic pipe through which Hanina, thesustained.

prototype of the Hasidic tzaddik, could draw down divine favor for the benefit of

humanity. While the idea of the pipe does not occur frequently in Hasidic literature, the

theurgical power of the tzaddik, exemplified by the pious Hanina, became a central aspect

of Hasidism as it developed in the generations following the Besht.
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righteousness” (46:12). One rabbi explains the verse by saying that the entire world is

95 The Bat Koi is a heavenly voice that is cited throughout the Talmud.
96 Berachot 17b, Hanina ben Dosa (first century C.E.) was famous for his extreme piety. There are many 
stories in rabbinic literature that portray his pious nature and tell of miracles testifying to his saintliness.

the sake (bi-sh’vil) of Hanina is my son...’”96 A sh’vil 
(which also means “path”) is like a pipe that opens a 
heavenly pipe or a path of cosmic abundance. This is 
what is meant by the saying, “for the sake of my son 
Hanina” (understood as also meaning “by the path of 
Hanina [through which abundance flowed downward 
from heaven].”)97



1
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6) “That which is too hard for you, you shall bring to 
me [and I will hear it].”98 The Besht explained, in the 

name of Ramban, that he commanded his son99: if you 
are in doubt about something in particular, what will you 

do in a situation where you have to choose the right 
thing to do? Or what if you have a doubt as to whether 
doing something is a mitzvah or not? Or if one should 
do [something] or abstain from doing it when it is 

something from which a person can derive pleasure? 
One might [naturally] try to find proof to permit the 

forbidden. That being the case, you should see to it that, 
first you abstain from engaging in any activity that 

affords personal gratification, and then you should 

analyze the pros and cons [to determine what is right.] 

Only then will God make known to you the truth and 

you can proceed with confidence. This is what is meant 
when it is said, “v’hadavar asher yikashei mi-chem - 

that which is too hard for you...”: that is, when you 

don’t know whether to do something or to abstain from 

doing it, doubt is born mi-chem — on account of your 

self interest - when it affords gratification. That being 
the case, you should separate yourself from that which 

will provide pleasure or advantage “...and bring it to 

Me...” The intent is that one should act solely for the 

sake of heaven without being motivated by personal 
gain. When one does this, “... then I will hear it,” i.e., I 

will give him the hearing (understanding) of how to 

behave. This is easy to understand (i.e., enough said).

97 Hanina serves here as an archetype of the tzaddik whose prayers can effect miracles.
98 Deut. 1:17; Here Moses is delegating judicial responsibility to the head of tribes.
99 The source in Ramban from which Besht is quoting is not cited. Also, it is not clear who commanded 
whose son.



Explication: This is a very ingenious commentary on the rather unusual wording in verse

1:17 of Deuteronomy. The verse might typically be read as, “that which is too hard for

you...” The Besht reads it as, “that which is too hard on account of your self-interest”

That is to say, when one’s self-interest complicates a situation, he should distance himself

from it and “act solely for the sake of heaven without being motivated by personal gain.”

This, teaching can be applied on the most mundane level, as in everyday business

transactions, or in having to go out of one’s way to return a lost item to its owner, or in

performing a mitzvah even when it is inconvenient. In any of these situations, one might

be tempted to find reasons to act in accord with his self-interest. This is what the Besht

tries to overcome in this teaching. However, it should not be misinterpreted as a call for

T

Explication: This ma’amar is difficult because the teaching it conveys seems so

tangential to scriptural verse by which it is framed. First we must ask what question the
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he was, be so foolish as to allow his heart to be turned after other gods?’ This may be an

Besht is attempting to answer. It may be the question, “how could Solomon, as wise as

100 See M. 219.

7) From the Besht: An explanation of the verse: 
“[For it came to pass, when Solomon was old,] that his 
wives turned away his heart after other gods.”101 There 
is no word in the Torah that does not possess two 
meanings, like [the dual] aspects of male and female. 
Therefore, there is nothing in the created world that does 
not contain within itself both aspects. Freewill is given 
to a person, to turn toward whichever aspect he wants. 
Therefore, “his wives turned away his heart.”

asceticism. Other ma ’amarim more clearly state his position in that regard.100



attempt to rationalize his behavior, or at least explain how it occurred. Since everything

has both good and bad potentialities, it is easy to make a mistake by simply turning the

wrong way.

The idea that everything contains the potential for both good and bad is a

remarkably sophisticated one. Rather than creating a dichotomy in which something is

attributed with either good or bad qualities, the Besht recognizes the inherent potential for

both at any time. This allows for even the worst sinner for make teshuvah (repentance)

It also reminds us not to blindly trust even a tzaddik, for he

paired in seven categories corresponding to the seven lower Divine attributes, or sefirot.

1) love of something, marked by attraction, and also manifesting itself in terms of

kindness; 2) fear of something, marked by repulsion, and also manifesting itself in terms

of severity and strictness; 3) recognition of an inherent quality of status, such as beauty or

some achievement, manifesting itself in praise or admiration; 4) the trait to endure,

prevail or conquer; 5) the trait to acknowledge, or of a restraining splendor; 6) the trait of

applying the other traits. (The seventh differs from the others in that it is more passive,

dependent on the others, rather than active.

These seven traits are analogous to the sefirot because they are a reflection,

worldly counterparts, as it were, of the Divine attributes, and rooted therein. For

ultimately all things are rooted in the Divine. The sefirot9 however, are altogether holy
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In the kabbalistic view, on which this teaching is based, both good and evil are

1011 Kings 11:4
102 See M. 1.

and receive forgiveness.102

too is human and capable of falling into sin.103

bonding, of establishing a relationship; and 7) the trait of governance in the sense of



I

and good. The human traits, on the other hand, are like man himself: they can be holy

and good or manifest themselves as the very opposite. Thus there is a “good love” and a

“good fear,” relating to that which ought to be loved or feared, and there is the fall to

“bad love” (illicit love, or love of sins) and to “bad fear” (inappropriate fear, or hatred).

There is the “good admiration” of the holy and sublime, and there is the fall to “bad

admiration” as in pride or obsession; and so forth. It is possible to transform any sin or

n

Explication: The Besht may be attempting to explain the hidden meaning that is implied

by the verse’s apparent redundancy: “go out, come in...lead out...bring in” The tzaddik

existence and bring them back.
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moves in and out among his people, making him intimately familiar with their words and

evil impulse by tracing it back to its divine source.

103 See M. 133.
104 Numbers 27:16-17
105 This refers to a story, related in Ta’anit 22a.

This process, referred to as

8) From the Besht, may his memory be a 
blessing: “Let the Lord, [the God of the spirits of all 
flesh,] appoint a man [over the congregation, who shall 
go out before them, and who shall come in before them, 
and] who shall lead them out and who shall bring them 
in....”104 [This means] that the leader of a generation is 
able to elevate all the words and stories of the people of 
his generation; to attach the physical with the spiritual 
just as “ one who is entertained by two jesters....”105

“subduing, separating and sweetening.” is described in ma'amarim 28, 39, 69 and 160.

stories. At the same time, he is uniquely able to “lead them out” to a higher plane of



The story in Ta ’anit 22a is about a person who took a trip with Elijah. Elijah

pointed out two men whom he said were destined for Gan Eden. When the person asked

by what merit they deserved such a reward, Elijah explained that they were jesters who

made people laugh about simple, mundane matters. In doing so, they brought about

peace between men by lifting their spirits, or as the Besht describes, by attaching the

physical with the spiritual. It seems odd to compare the leader of a generation to a jester,

but the Besht seems to admire the ability to make people happy and bring about peace

and unity, regardless of who possesses that ability.

ibxx unbwi'in mnnn
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106 Proverbs 10:8.
107 Genesis 1:5.

9) “He whose heart is wise accepts mf/zvo/.”106 
This means to connect the performance of the mitzvah 

which one does, which is called the lower half of the 
mitzvah, with the upper half of the mitzvah, which is the 

thought and intention of the mitzvah, thus unifying [both 

halves]. This is [what is meant when it is] said over [the 

performance of] one mitzvah, “...who sanctifies us with 

His mitzvot” (This wording suggests that there are two 

components to each mitzvah.)

Also from the Besht with regard to [the verse]: 

“And there was evening and there was morning - one 

day....”107 The matter [at hand is that] Aaron spoke 

falsely when he said “some of your friends regret [what 
they’ve done] and have sent me to you....”108 As it is 

said in the Midrash, through this he made peace, just as a 

physician heals by the use of deadly poisons. He [the 

physician] is permitted to use them [when they are able] 

to revive people.” This is what [meant when it] is said 

in the “shas,” (the Talmud) in [tractate] Hullin, “‘Indeed,

my w w
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That [is to say] he should make

Explication: The use of the word “acquire” in the opening verse is puzzling. It could be a

quote from scripture or it could be translated from the Yiddish in which the sayings were

originally transmitted. It is not clear how the idea presented follows from the opening

verse, but it is well-supported by the blessing over the performance of one mitzvah which

speaks of mitzvot in the plural form.

The second teaching does not clearly follow its opening verse from Genesis.

Since these ma’amarim are derived from earlier sources, it is possible that this section

was taken out of a larger context which dealt with Aaron or the importance of making

peace. The verse from Pirke Avot refers to an incident in which Hillel said, “Be of the

disciples of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing peace...” Rashi’s commentary explains

how Aaron made peace. He was known to have told the parties on both sides of a

conflict “your friends regret [what they’ve done] and have sent me to you.” Thus, when

the two parties met again, they embraced and forgave each other. In this way did Aaron

speak falsely for the sake of peace.

The closing passage is taken from Hullin 89a, in which R. Isaac comments on

Psalms 58:2, “Indeed in silence speak righteousness; judge uprightly the sons of men (ha-

double-meaning of the word for “indeed” (ha-umnam)
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in silence speak righteousness’.... Perhaps then he is to 
become arrogant?”109 
peace in silence.

as the basis for asking, “What

108 Pirke Avot 1:12.
109 This is an abbreviated reference to a passage in Hullin 89a.

umnam eilem tzedek t 'dabeirun; meisharim tishp ’tu b 'nei adam)” R. Isaac uses the

should be a man’s pursuit (ha-umnam) in this world?” He suggests that the verse



answers by saying he should be silent (eilem). If one should think he is entitled to be

silent with regard to words of Torah, the verse tells us that is not so by saying “speak

arrogant by taking such a position, R. Isaac uses the double-meaning of the word for

arrogance. The entire passage seems to extol the virtue of being humble
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If one should think he might become pompous or

“uprightly” (meisharim) as implying “evenness,” being the opposite of pompousness or

110 This name for God appears in Exodus 15:3 and is recited in the morning service just prior to the 
Barechu.
1.1 Kiddushin la: “A woman is acquired in [one of] three ways...through money, contract, and sexual 
intercourse.”
1.2 Ki-v’yachol, a technical phrase frequently used when speaking about God in such anthropomorphic 
terms.
113 Koosaf “yearning,” a word that plays on the double meaning of the root which also means money.

righteousness (tzedek t’dabeirun).”

10) The Holy One, blessed be He, is called a man as 
in “a man of war”110 and Israel is called a woman. This 

is [what is] said [in the Mishnahm about] a woman who 

is betrothed by her husband: that they [Israel] shall be 

called “His wife,” as if that were possible,112 in [one of] 

three ways; first, by money. [This corresponds to] the 
quality of chesed, loving-kindness, [or rather,] “the days 

of kindness” in which God helps [us], in His great 

loving-kindness, in the beginning [of our spiritual 

journey]. Then there is yearning113 and passion and 

enthusiasm for His Torah and His service; and this is 

called “the first greatness.” But afterwards, this [chesed] 

is withdrawn, and this [period] is called “the days of 

constrictedness,” when there is no yearning, nor passion. 

Nonetheless, by necessity one must attach himself [to 

God] with a contract, which is the letters that are written 
in the book (the Torah) which is called “the contract.”114 

[This can be done by reading] either the letters in the 

Torah during one’s study, or in prayer. As I heard from



Explication: In this ma ’amar, the Besht describes the process of ratzo v ’shov - the ebb

and flow of spiritual life which occurs on in both the macrocosm and the microcosm.

The biblical idea of Israel being betrothed to God was originally understood as occurring

on the macrocosmic level, whereby a relationship was established between God and

Israel as a people. Just as the Besht brought down the Lurianic conception of the sefirot

to the individual or psychological level, he does the same with the biblical concept of

divine betrothal. Here it is the individual worshipper who is goes through a sequence of

stages in which betrothal in initiated and consummated. In the beginning, passion and

enthusiasm comes easily. When it begins to wane, it must be sustained by Torah study

and prayer. It is interesting to note that the waning of one’s spiritual energy is not due to

any weakness on the part of the individual. Rather, it is the result of a divine process —

the withdrawal of chesed. It is also interesting to note that when it returns on account of

one’s engagement in Torah study and prayer, the outcome is compared to sexual

relations. Thus for the Besht, the “delight in God” to which one returns must have had a

powerful, experiential component. More than finding satisfaction in achieving some

theoretical union of the sefirot in the heavens, as in the theosophic-theurgic Kabbalah of

52

Lil

mw man 
wro na nbuo unw nr 
rm»n waw u jaynnb a*nx 
xht Kirn? 'pm nbom rrnna

my Master, the Besht, may his memory be a blessing, 
“In this [can be found] the remedy....” Thus one returns 
[from his lower state] to delight in God, on account of 
the fact that his mind is united [to God] by Torah and 
prayer, which is called “sexual relations,” which is the 
second unification [or, more precisely, the third means 
of betrothal] previously mentioned.

1,4 This “contract” refers to a ketubah, the second way in which a betrothal can be effected.



Luria, the teachings of the Besht clearly reflect the experiential elements of the ecstatic
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Kabbalah as transmitted by Cordovero.115

11) In Sefer Eitz Ha-Hayyim (The Tree of Life)116 [it 
is written]: “when it rose in His simple will to create the 
world....”117 The convincing evidence for this is 

someone who derives a new idea from the Torah, in that 
he produces something from nothing. In the beginning 
the new idea did not exist, whereas now the intellect 
gives birth to it and something is originated from 

nothing. From the Besht, may his memory be a blessing, 

there is, in the mind of man, ten sefirot. Because it is the 
“father and mother”118 who give birth, that which 

originates [a new insight] in the Torah is called “father 

and mother.” In the beginning it was called hesed (love, 
• compassion) when it creates something that emanates 

without end or limit. This is the level of hesed as is

known. After that, gevurah is necessary, which implies 

restriction, so that one should be able to grasp [a new 

idea] to explain it to others. All this occurs through the 
middle sefirah [tiferet].U9 Afterwards, faith is 

necessary, as it is said in the “shas” (The Talmud) in 
tractate MakotnQ, “Habakuk came and established them 

[all the mitzvot] upon one [ethical requirement]. As it is 

said [in Habakuk 2:4], ‘A tzaddik will live because of his 
faith.’”121 The aspect of faith is [represented by] “two

1,5 See Idel, Kabbalah: New Perspectives, pp. xi-xvii for a brief discussion of the two trends.
116 An early seventeenth-century work by Chayim Vital, based on Isaac Luria’s teachings.
117 “Simple will” means the very first stage of emanation, or God’s original impulse to create the universe.
118 Referring to hokhmah and binah, whose functioning give rise to the seven lower sefirot that are manifest 
in Creation.
119 Tiferet represents the perfect balance between hokhmah and binah, i.e., expansive and restrictive love.
120 Makot 24a.
121 In Makot 224a, there is a discussion about the number of mitzvot one needs to perform to merit the 
World to Come. Of the 613 mitzvot, King David is quoted as saying they can all be fulfilled by the



Explication: In this ma’amar, the Besht shows how the theoretical mechanics of the

sefirot in the process of creation correspond to the inner processes of the human mind and

their manifestation as speech. Given the complexity of the topic and the brevity with

which it is described here, it is outlined in a rather abbreviated manner. Nonetheless, one

can see the downward progression through the sefirot and the corresponding functions in

human thought and speech. The Besht then closes with another paradigm for creation in

which God creates the universe through the hidden and revealed aspects of the Torah. It

is uncertain why this section was added; it may even have been said by someone other

than the Besht.
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observance of eleven ethical requirements. Isaiah reduces the number to six and Micah to three. Isaiah 
returns and reduces them to two, then “Habakuk came and established them upon one ethical requirement.”
122 See the beginning of Tikkunei Zohar, Petach Eliyahu.
123 The sefirah of malkhut is commonly associated with the mouth and speech.
124 Isaiah 26:4. The above is a kabbalistic translation of the verse, more typically rendered as follows: 
“Trust in the Lord for ever and ever, for in Yah the Lord you have an everlasting Rock.
125 Minahot 29b; Yerushalmi, Hagigah 2a; Bereshit Rabbah 2:9. B’hi’varam can also be read as b’hey 
baram, meaning “with a hey they were created.”

12) “...for with [the letters] yud [and] hey, God 

designed the worlds.”124 This world was created with 

the letter hey, as it is said, “These are the generations of 
heaven and earth in their creation (b ’hi’varam)”'25 The

pillars of truth, netzach and hod”'72 After that the 
delight he derives from his innovation is called yesod, 

which is a organ of pleasure (phallus), and this is 
revealed through speech, which is [the sefirah] of 
malkhut)13 Truthfully, God first creates the supernal 

worlds through His involvement with the mysteries of 
the Torah. After that, through his involvement with the 
revealed aspects of Torah, the revealed worlds are 
created.



Explication: The basic message of this ma ’amar is that there are a few righteous people

who merit the world-to-come; and idea that is not particularly unique to, or characteristic,

of Hasidism. What is unique, however, is the account of Rabbi Israel’s unique privilege

midrashic word plays he uses to support his ideas may have been common in kabbalistic

and Hasidic literature, but his command of them is impressive.

Explication: The basic message of this ma’amar is that one should study Torah. The way

this message is conveyed is by comparing two verses from Genesis to the process and
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world-to-come was created with a yud (the smallest 
letter of the aleph-bet) because the righteous who dwell 
there are few. The idea that I heard from my Master, the 
Besht, is that when [his guides] took him under “the tree 
of knowledge, [both] good and bad,” they showed him 
that there were many men of Israel (Jews) there. 
Afterwards, when they brought him under the tree of 
life, there were [only] a few. After that, when they 
brought him into the innermost [part of the] Garden of 
Eden, they were reduced even moreso, until hardly any 
were left.
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13) “And the spirit of God hovered [over the surface 
of the water].”126 What this really means is that the spirit 
of a person, being of the same essence, should hover 
over the surface of the water, which really means the 
Torah. As a consequence, “And God said, ‘Let there be 
light,”127 or in other words, God shall enlighten him - by 
the light of the Torah.
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126 Genesis 1:2.

or ability that allows him access to such places as the Garden of the Eden. Also, the



outcome of Torah study. We have seen how the Besht takes abstract concepts and

processes from kabbalistic, rabbinic and scriptural texts and brings them down to the

human and psychological level. In ma’amar 11, he does this with the kabbalistic account

of creation; here he does something similar with the biblical account of creation.

Thisma’amar exemplifies two other aspects that we typically find in the Besht’s

teachings. One is a reverence for the Torah as God’s word. The juxtiposition of verses 2

and 3 in the first chapter of Genesis is not coincidental. The natural or divine process by

which one is enlightened through studying Torah appears to be patterned after the very

order of these verses. Whereas the microcosm mirrors the macrocosm, both reflect and

are reflected by the text of the Torah.

The other aspect typical of the Besht’s teachings is in the statement that the spirit

of a person and the spirit of God are of the same essence. The profoundly mystical

implications of this statement are not explored in any depth here. Similar bold statements

can be found in other ma 'amarim, such as 198 in which the Shekhinah speaks through the

mouth of the worshipper. However, the Besht does not seem to care about articulating

the theological, mystical or psychological dynamics of this essential union with the

divine. It is his successor, R. Dov Baer of Mezeritch, who explored and articulated those

dynamics, and in doing so earned himself the reputation of being a mystic of the most

type.
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14) “[And Moses said, ‘Thus saith the Lord,] ‘At 
about midnight...’” Doubt is like the phrase “at about 
midnight” - it’s neither here nor there. But then [the 
verse continues], “‘...I will go out into the midst of

•n
Kin poonv nb’bn mxna
7i ^x tx iKob’i ixa^ mxro

Tina xxr

127 Genesis 1:3.



Explication: The Besht quotes only a small portion of the scriptural passage to support

the belief that God can enlighten a mind embroiled by doubt. He begins by citing the

unusual wording c ’hazot, which means “at about midnight.” Why does God use such an

ambiguous phrase, rather than more precisely saying “at midnight?” The Besht compares

this ambiguity to doubt. It immediately follows that God will enter into the midst of

Egypt. The Besht associates the word mitzrayim (Egypt) with mei-tzarim (from

narrowness), a wordplay that appears frequently in Hasidic literature. Using this

association, the Besht psychologizes the scriptural passage, again showing how the Torah

can be read like a manual of psychological and spiritual dynamics.
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Egypt [and all the first-born in the land of Egypt shall 
die...’”,128 that is [I, the Lord, will enter] his doubtful 

mind - b 'meitzar shelo - to enlighten him.

128 Exodus 11:4-5.
129 Sotah 47a
130 In/7wZ7zn 91:2
131 Genesis 28:13; The Midrash presupposes the question: Given the wording of God’s promise, of what 
value would be the few inches of ground underneath his body? Thus, the Midrash suggests that the entire 
Land of Israel was folded up underneath Jacob at the time of God’s statement.

15) From the Besht: There are three “favors” (i.e., things 
in which people find favor despite their apparent 

negative qualities): The favor of a place in the eyes of its 

inhabitants, [the favor of a woman in the eyes of her 

husband, and the favor of a purchase in the eyes of a 
purchaser.]”129 The Talmud explains130 that God folded 

all of Eretz Yisrael under him (Jacob) [before He said,] “ 
the land on which you lie I will give to you.”131 The 

explanation [of this verse is as follows]: He (Jacob) did 

not need to travel from place to place to elevate his 

divine sparks, because he had already elevated them



Explication: Hasidism transformed the Lurianic idea of tikkun by emphasizing the notion

of particular sparks that belong to each individual person. The tools that come into a

person’s hand, the food one eats, the places one travels are all assigned by the grace of

heaven, as each contains some special spark that the individual soul alone can and must

reading a medieval mythic motif so as to give expression to the strikingly modern idea of

the unique religious task of each individual.

Explication: This ma’amar is suprising in its frankness. Nonetheless, the message it

conveys is clear: one needs to be passionate in religious life if it is to be productive. The

“live organ,

one’s passion.

not part of this saying as found in
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” or “flesh” as it is referred to in the scriptural verse, serves as a metaphor for

where he was. “And Noah found grace [in the eyes of 
the Lord.]”132

re
nr™
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132 Genesis 6:8. It is not certain why this verse is added onto the end of this saying. According to the 
editor’s footnotes, this verse and the opening verse from Sotah were i 
other anthologies.
133 Job 19:26

16) From the Besht, may his memory be a blessing, 
explained [the meaning of this verse]: “...by my flesh I 
will see [God].”133 This is like physical intercourse, 
which does not lead to conception unless one has an 
erect penis, passion and excitement. So it is in spiritual 
union, which is speech in the Torah and prayer when it is 
[spoken] with a “live organ” and enjoyment and 
pleasure. Only then is it productive.

redeem. Here we see Hasidism straddling the late-medieval and modem periods by
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17) Mishnah: “One who performs one mitzvah 
receives benefits.”134 The essential meaning is that the 
spiritual seeker should draw down the ruhaniyut 
(spiritual energy) from the higher levels into the letters 
[of his prayer] so that the letters will be able to ascend to 
the highest level to fulfill his request. Also he should 
meditate, in his [recitation of] words, divine names and 
attributes, on the essence of the sefirot and on the inner 

spiritual energy [of the words, names and attributes.] 
They serve as a garment for the spiritual essence that 
emanates from the light of Ein Sof which is united [with 
them] in a perfect union. Since this is the case, a person 
should contemplate during his study of Torah and prayer 
that the letters of Torah and prayer are vessels, like the 

body. One should enter and dwell in the spiritual energy 
and the light of Ein Sof, which is the true unity, as the 
soul [dwells] in the body. How much the moreso when 
it comes to the performance of mitzvot, which are 

physical acts and vessels, and which one should infuse 
with spiritual energy and the unity of Ein Sof This is 
what [is meant by what] is said: “One who does one 
mitzvah” necessarily “restores it.” On the other hand, 
there are thirty-nine categories of work corresponding to 

the external shells from which the holy spark must be 
extracted. The external shells lack oneness because they 
are from the world of separation. Understand?

Truthfully, there is another great principle: that one 

needs to cleave himself, that’ is to say, to the inner 
aspects of the Torah and the mitzvah [he performs]. He 
must connect his mind and his soul to the root of the 

Torah and the mitzvah which he performs. If he does not 

do this, he chops, heaven forbid, and separates the

134 Kiddushin 39b.



135

4

Explication: This ma’amar combines a number of kabbalistic ideas. The Besht expands

on his teaching that, in prayer, the Hebrew letters can serve as vessels, just as the body

serves as a vessel of the soul or spirit. The same applies to a mitzvah, which can infused

with ruchaniyut, or spirituality. This ruchaniyut can be activated and caused to return to

its divine source through the intention (kavannah) of the person fulfilling the mitzvah.

When the mitzvah is performed in a state of devekut, there is a union of the person with

the ruchaniyut of the mitzvah, which unites with the ruchaniyut of God.

With this process of unification, the Besht reinterprets the opening talmudic

passage: rather than, or in addition to, benefiting oneself by performing a mitzvah, one

benefits the mitzvah. This mystical understanding of the commandments places great

emphasis on the quality of one’s experience. This means that the importance of fulfilling

This view is opposed to the one which emphasizes the accumulation of merit for future

reward in the world to come.
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a mitzvah lies primarily in the present, as an immediate opportunity for attaining devekut.
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plantings.135 When (interruption for clarification) I 
heard this from my teacher, the Besht, and also in Hesed 
VAvraham'* that the soul is from the essence of [the 
s efir ah] binah and the Torah is that which receives the 
shefa from binah. Below in tiferet, etc. When one binds 
and unites his soul with the root of the Torah he will 
comprehend from there hidden and concealed matters 
[because the Torah is receiving its shefa directly from 
binah.]

135 This is a reference to the Talmudic story in which the four rabbis enter the mystical Pardes. One of 
them, Acher, “cut the plantings,” i.e., became a heretic.
136 by Abraham Azulai, Hesed I Avraham is essentially an abstract of Moses Cordovero’s teachings, written 
about 1640. Scholem believes the text was printed no earlier than 1685. (“Devekut, or Communion with 
God,” p. 223)



In the second section, the Besht explains how the Torah is connected to the divine

source of shefa, or beneficience. By connecting oneself to Torah, one becomes connected

to its divine source.

Explication: This is a typically pietistic teaching: that one should pray for one’s enemies.

It also draws on the belief in reincarnation, which became widespread in Hasidism. For a

discussion on the concept of “sweetening,” see ma’amar 28.

61

18) From the Besht: One should pray for his 
enemies, for [each one bears] the spirit of a reincarnated 
tzaddik, etc. And on account of the prayer, the spirit of 
the tzaddik is “sweetened” in its root and is then released 
from them [the sinners]. That which remains in them 
[their sin] will be destroyed by itself.
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137 Psalms 33:6.
138 Nehemiah 9:6.

19) What was said with regard to the union of the 
Holy One, blessed be He, with His Shekhinah'. The 
meditation of bringing [the sefirah] tiferet into malkhut 
so that the Holy One, blessed be He, will be glorified 
with malkhut. That is, the lower level [of the supernal 
realms] is the World of speech. It is that level which 
enlivens the physical universe, as it is written, “by the 
word of God, heaven was made.”137

It is also said, “[You alone are the Lord. You made 
the heavens, the highest heavens, with all their host, the 
earth and everything upon it, the seas and everything in 
them.] You keep them all alive, [and the host of heaven 
prostrate themselves before You.]138 The word of God 
continually enlivens all the worlds and when a man



Explication: The union of which the Besht speaks is conceptualized in a Lurianic

framework as a sexual union on the sefirotic level. The feminine element of the union is

person performs a mitzvah, he brings about a union between God and his Shekhinah. In

this way, it is through our efforts that God’s Kingdom will be revealed. What is

particularly striking about this ma’amar is that the almost messianic vision, in which

“everyone will know that he is King,” is described by the Besht as being imminent and

within in our grasp.
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performs a mitzvah, God is glorified in malkhut, which is 

His word that is within the worlds. Then, one brings 
malkhut to God. That is to say, the Holy One is glorified 
with the World of speech, and this is the unification of 

God and His Shekhinah. When the Holy One is glorified 
in malkhut, which is [manifested] in the physical 
universe, then His kingdom will be revealed. That is to 
say, that everyone will know that He is king of all the 

worlds and this pleases God greatly. This attribute of 

malkhut is immanent and within our grasp. That is to 
say, when we recognize His greatness and His kingship, 
then He is joined with the attribute of His malkhut, for 
“there is no king without a people”139 because it is 
through the people that malkhut is revealed, and God 

derives great pleasure from this.

20) From the Besht: “As Pharoah drew near, [the 

Israelites caught sight of the Egyptians advancing upon 

them.]”140 Because “When I was in distress (tzar) You

139 From a commentary on the Zohar, Emek haMelech', also Sefer HaChayyim.
140 Exodus 14:10.



juxtaposed. The commentary that then follows usually explains the relationship between

them. The relationship here is the idea that when one is in distress, God will set him or

her free. The Besht takes this idea a step further and has us consider the distress of the

Shekhinah, which awaits the end of her exile. By our prayers on her behalf, we serve as

agents or assistants in bringing about a union between God and his Shekhinah.
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An explanation: Whenever there are 
troubling circumstances or adversaries, one is drawn 
closer to God. This is [what is meant by] “You set me 
free.” When one knows that this [closeness] is what is 
lacking in the Shekhinah, and one prays to Him, may He 
be blessed, on behalf of the Shekhinah, this brings about 
the union between, the Holy One, blessed be He, and His 
Shekhinah, because “the righteous ones are the agents 
for the lady [i.e., the Shekhinah}.”'4,2

Explication: As is typical in Hasidic literature, a verse from Torah and fromto ketuvim are

25) From the Besht: When a man recognizes the 

“plagues” of his heart [i.e., inner turmoil] which is really 
a sickness of the soul, which on a deeper level is on 

account of constrictedness, he will “sweeten” it on 

account of this knowledge, and thus [achieve his own] 

healing. In contrast, when [this constrictedness] is 

hidden from him, as indicated by the verse: “I will surely 

hide [My face],”143 and he does not know that he is sick 

in his spirit, then there is no healing from his deadly 

[spiritual] illness.
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141 Psalms 4:2.
142 The end of this sentence is in Aramaic, which would suggest that it is a quote. However, the source is 
not cited.



Exptolication: This ma’amar seems to be psychologically insightful. We know today he

that many psychological illnesses cannot be overcome as long as one remains in a state of

denial. Instead, one must recognize his or her illness before being capable of healing.

Here the Besht speaks of the recognition of a “sickness of the soul” and the spiritual

healing that comes in the wake of that recognition.
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143 Deut. 31:18; God says that He will hide His face as a means of indicating that He will allow the 
Israelites to suffer the consequences of their actions without His intercession.
144 Sefer Etz ha-Hayyim by Chaim Vital based on the teachings of his teacher, Isaac Luria.
145 According to Hasidic tradition, the Besht’s teacher was Ahijah the Shilonite, a biblical prophet who also 
taught King David.

28) It is known from what is written in Sefer Etz ha- 
Hayyim,144 an association is made between the mitzvah 

of circumcision and the chashmal (divine energy). What 

is mentioned above can be generally applied to similar 
matters in Torah, prayer and the fulfillment of mitzvot. 
This is the esoteric meaning of chashmal that I received 
from my teacher, the Besht. [It refers to] the mystery of 

subduing and separating [the external shells from their 

spiritual essence] and sweetening [judgements] that is 
necessary in all aspects of Torah study and prayer. He 

said [zhashmal should be understood as] CHASH and 
MAL, for one needs to be silent (laCHASHot) until he 

has circumcised (MAE) or cut off the external shell. 

Then he shall speak (yiMALel) or pronounce [words of 

prayer] to sweeten judgements at their root, which is the 

secret of prayer that my master explained in the name of 

his teacher.145 Consequently, [those who pray in this 
manner] are called “pruners of the field.”146 So one 

should remove intrusive thoughts from his mind [during 

prayer] and thus separate or remove the external shells 

from the Shekhinah. Consequently, the word mat bears



Explication: From the above example, it is clear that early Hasidism remained interested

in several goals that had long characterized the Jewish approach to prayer. Despite the

emphasis on devekut, some of its basic interests remained petitionary and kabbalistic.

Needs were to be fulfilled, although they were conceived as the needs of the Shekhinah,

who required liberation from the clutches of external forces. Prayer had as another of its

principal goals the “sweetening of [divine] judgement” and the stimulation of sources of

beneficence.

The concept of hamtakah “sweetening” is based on this contrariety. All things

“Sweetening” means tracing the bad to its source, which naturally transforms it into its

positive manifestation. For example, mundane beauty is rooted in, and a pale reflection

of, the source of all beauty on high, in Divinity. Why, then, would one pursue the mere

reflection when he can have the all-inclusive source? The inappropriate love of, and

attraction toward, something mundane, something that is transient and illusory, thus is to

be traced to the ultimate source of love and attraction in holiness and transformed into a

applies to all other categories of thought and

That is how alien thoughts are elevated and assimilated into their source,feeling.
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two meanings: speech (MLL) and cutting off (MAL) 
[Despite] the distinction, one follows the other. He said 

“chash and mal” to imply that one should first cut off the 
external shells and then speak words of Torah and 
prayer. Thus we have separation and sweetening.

146 A term applied to kabbalists because they separate the Shekhinah or the sefirah, malkhut, from the 
external forces of evil. Malkhut is called the “apple field.”
147 See M. 7.

love and pursuit of the holy. The same

have a good side and a bad side, both of which are rooted in a Divine source.147



elevating man as well in the process. There was a momentary descent to the depth of the

alien thought, culminating in an ascent to a level transcending one’s original status.

The Besht is cautious in presenting this principle, as there is a real danger that

It requires hachna’ah,

and

havdalah, its complete separation from the kelipot, i.e. a separation from any link with

the realm of evil. These initial steps are earmarked by a profound sense of dread, that the

03
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Explication: This ma’amar is difficult due to the fact that the word “he” does not

explicitly indicate whether it refers to the worshipper or to God. In either case, the basic

What themessage involves God’s concealment from one’s ordinary consciousness.

Besht may be referring to by the worshipper who thinks he can stand before God and
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29) From the Besht: “You are Hu [the One who is] 
the Lord our God.”151 This means that when a person 
thinks he is standing before God and uses the term 
“You,” he is [really] far from God.152 [That is why] the 
term Hu, [the One who is], which implies concealment, 
is what is said here. But when he thinks that He is 
concealed, and that he is far from God, the term Hu 
changes. Then he is close and standing before God 
[which is] the meaning of the term [used here] for 
Hashem, “Elokeinu” [our God].

148 See M. 90.
149 See M. 6.
150 See M. 160.
151 Verse from the song Ein Keiloheinu.
152 “You” is typically more impersonal than calling someone by name. It may also indicate someone who 
thinks he knows God.
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“subduing” the evil with total divestment of self or any personal attachment,149

person is overcome by a gripping fear of God.150

such a descent may be counter-productive and lead astray.148



Even when one thinks that God is far away, He is closer than he could imagine.

ttb
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address Him as “You” is one who thinks he can locate or identify God. God, however, is

39) From the Besht: An explanation of the Talmudic 
passage in Berakhot'53: “R. Zera said, ‘Whoever says 

‘Shema,’ twice...should be silenced.’ ...R. Papa said to 
Abaye, ‘Perhaps initially he did not have proper 
concentration [and upon saying it again, he did have 

proper concentration.’ Abaye] answered him, ‘[That 
itself would be disgraceful; after all,] may one [act] 
toward Heaven casually? If he did not concentrate at the 

outset, we strike him with a smith’s hammer until he 
does concentrate!”’154...

...thus he explained the meaning of “assuming the 

yoke of the kingdom of heaven.” It means that a person 

is obligated to believe that “the entire creation is full of 
His Glory,”155 may He be blessed, [and that] “there is no 
place where He is not found.”156 Thus all of a person’s 

thoughts contain [an emanation] of His divinity, may He 

be blessed, for each thought is a complete entity.157 

Consequently, whenever during prayer a negative or 

extraneous thought arises, it comes to the person in order 

to be transformed and elevated. If a person does not 

believe this, he does not completely accept the yoke of 

the kingdom of heaven, for he limits, heaven forbid, His 

divinity.
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transcendent and cannot be located or identified. At the same time, God is immanent.

153 3 3b.
154 The Besht cites, in an abbreviated manner, an argument in the Talmud over whether or not one can 
recite a prayer twice, even if it is repeated so that the recitation be done with the proper concentration.
155 Isaiah 6:3.
156 Tikkunei Zohar, Tikkun 57. .....
157 Since each thought contains an emanation of the divine, the entire sefirotic structure is present within it.



Explication: This ma ’amar focuses on the Hasidic approach to dealing with negative or

extraneous thoughts, particularly when they arise during prayer. With regard to the

opening talmudic debate, R. Israel tactfully finds a middle position: one can repeat a

prayer if it was not first recited with the proper concentration, but the repetition must be

done silently.

Although his position with regard to practice is moderate, the teachings on which

his position is based are rather striking. The Besht boldly asserts that even negative

If athoughts are divine in nature and arise in order to be transformed and elevated.

person does not believe this, he states, he limits God’s divinity. As firm as his position
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158This saying appears in a number of other talmudic and midrashic sources, such as Berakhot 58a and 
Sanhedrin 72 a
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Sometimes there are thoughts that should be 
rejected. If your soul says, “How will I know which 
thoughts to reject and which to draw in and to elevate?” 
[here is the criteria]: When an extraneous thought arises, 
a person should observe if a way to transform and 
elevate it immediately occurs to him. If so, he should 

draw in and elevate [the thought]. If a way to rectify 
[the thought] does not occur to him, then presumably the 

thought came to interrupt a person’s prayer and to 
confuse his mind. If so, it is permitted to reject that 
thought, for “if one comes to slay you, rise up and slay 
him first.”158 If one said that some of the words in his 

recitation of the Shema and tefillah without kawanah 
(proper concentration), they should not be said a second 

time but [one can repeat] in [silent] contemplation and 
with kavannah the words that were said without 

kawanah, according to my teacher the Besht, may his 
memory live in the world to come.



to reject a negative thought if the way to

transform it does not become immediately apparent.

TO

worshipper would want to linger.

Explication: The role of the jester was discussed in the explication to ma’amar 8. What

distinguishes this saying, however, is the Besht’s response to depression. We know that

but here he seems to indicate that depression too
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159
160

161
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mn 
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is, however, the Besht does allow for one

Song of Songs 1:2.
Psalms 68:14. Suggests a place of comfort and security.
Ta ’anil 22a; see footnote to ma 'amar 8.
See M. 219.

44) [What is said] regarding one who cleaves to 
Him, may He be blessed, through the letters of Torah 
and prayer, is that he attaches his thought and essence to 
the spiritual essence contained in the letters. The 
esoteric meaning [of the verse] “Oh, let him give me of 
the kisses of his mouth”159 refers to an attachment of 
spirit to spirit, as it is said, “when you lie among the 
sheepfolds.”160 When you prolong the word, this is 

devekut from which one does not want to separate from 
[even] the letter of a word.
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• • 162he is adverse to ascetic practices,
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almost impossible to describe. Here we have a sense that it is a union in which the

58) From the Besht: “These two jesters.”161 They 

could unify mundane matters, connecting them to the 
spiritual, [for anyone] except one who was depressed. 

[For him] it was not possible to make this unity, unless 

they would first joke around with him, etc.

Explication: This ma’amar attempts to describe the experience of devekut. which is



must be overcome if one is to advance spiritually. One must serve God in joy. This

became one of the most popular teachings of the early Hasidic movement and may have

contributed to its widespread appeal.
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163 This section refers to Pirke Avot 5:22 in which generous, humble and modest people (disciples of 
Abraham) are compared to people of a grudging nature, haughty spirit, and excessive desire (disciples of 

Balaam.)

63) From the Besht: A parable of a king who had a 
son whom he wanted to teach various wisdoms 
necessary [for a prince]. He hired a number of scholars 
to study with him, but the prince did not succeed in 

acquiring any wisdom. Finally, [the scholars] despaired 
of ever teaching him, and [only] one scholar remained 
with him. One day the prince saw a young girl and 
desired her beauty. The scholar reported this incident to 

the king, to which the king replied: ‘Since he has 
experienced desire, even if it was merely physical, 
through this he shall come to [acquire] all the wisdoms.’ 
The king bid the girl to enter [his] court and instructed 
her that if she were summoned [by the prince], she 

should not submit to him until he has acquired one 

wisdom. The girl did this and on each subsequent 
occasion, she demanded that he acquire [yet] another 
wisdom, so that eventually he acquired them all. Once 
he became a scholar, he lost interest in the girl, for he 
was [fit] to marry a princess of his own rank. The 

meaning of the parable is clear.
This being the case, on account of the attribute of 

evif inherent in the disciples of Abraham, our father, 
“they enjoy this world..”163 On the other hand, when this 

attribute is in the disciples of Balaam, the wicked one, 
they do so much evil on account of this that “they inherit 
Gehinnom and descend into the nethermost pit.” [This
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Explication: This significance of opening parable lies in its granting a warrant to exhaust

the primordial desires without actually realizing them. It is not a dispensation for the

release of bodily desires through their physical actualization, but through their

transformation. This concept is of great importance for an understanding of the

significance of confronting evil, as it points to the peculiar inner logic implicit in the idea

of avodah be-gashmiyut in the ethical sphere.

In the second part, the Besht shows that even good and pious people (disciples of

Explication: It seems likely that the above quote was taken out of context. In the section

on ideal human conduct in his Book of Beliefs and Opinions, Saadia states his position

with regard to proper sexual relations and presents certain views for the sake of refuting

them. It seems that the Besht is quoting a particular view that Saadia describes but later

condemns. He, in fact, rejects the view that physical desire is commendable in that it
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was] eloquently spoken [by the Besht] as he [explained] 
the difference between the disciples of Abraham [and 
Balaam].

HD
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64) In the name of R. Saadia Gaon: It is befitting for 
a man to learn from his desire for physical things how to 
desire the service of God and His love.

however, is their ability to transform it and “turn evil into good.”164

164 See M. 69.

Abraham) have in them the attribute of evil. What distinguishes them from others,



teaches man how to desire God and to crave submission to Him - precisely the view

smallest things. The inverse of this statement may be that if one does not find God in the

smallest things, he will not find God at all. Another possible interpretation of the inverse

may be that if one finds God everywhere, he will find God in the smallest things.

ID
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65) From the Besht: Whoever cleaves to a [small] 
part of [God’s] Oneness, he grasps the entirety, and so 
too, the opposite is true [i.e., when he is not connected to 
even a small part, he remains separate from God’s 
Oneness].166

66) “I sought him whom my soul loves. [I sought] 
but found him not.”167 The meaning of the above verse 

is that the great King, the King who reigns over all 

kings, the Holy One blessed be He, disguises Himself 
behind several garments and partitions, such as 
extraneous thoughts and the interruption of Torah 

[study] and prayer. As it is written in the Zohar, “the 

good that is hidden, darkness surrounds it.” is like the 

King mentioned above. Truly, for men of knowledge 

(kabbalists) who know that “no place is empty of 
Him,”168 these are not true disguises, as it is said, “Our

HD
pbna y"x pyran
ibwa pm nnnxn ]» inx

•isrnn n'm

which the Besht advocates in the name of Saadia himself]165

165 See The Book of Beliefs and Opinions, transl. by Samuel Rosenblatt, chap. 10, sections 4-7, pp. 367-377. 
See analysis and notes in Ada Rapoport-Albert, “God and the Zaddik” in Essential Papers on Hasidism, p. 
303 and 324, n. 9.
166 A similar concept may be found in Sefer Charedim, as cited in Shemirat haLashon of the Chofetz 
Chaim, Chatimat HaSefer 3.
167 Song of Songs 3:1.
168 Tikkunei HaZohar, Tikkun 57

Explication: This saying hints at God’s immanence. One can find God in even the



Explication: This ma’amar describes God’s concealment in terms of a King hidden

behind garments and partitions. Those who know (i.e., the mystics or kabbalists),

however, are not fooled by God’s concealment. The Besht then cleverly reinterprets the

verse from Psalms 144. The word for “our cattle” can be read as “our master,” and the

word for “taken care of’ can be read as The knowledge of God’s

immanence is assuring to those who know.

That is, you

Explication: This ma ’amar demonstrates how the Besht reinterpreted traditional sources

to support his teachings - in this case, his approach to dealing with evil.
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169 Psalms 144:14
170 Psalms 34:15
171 This particular play on words is frequently found in Hasidic literature. See, for example, Chayei 
Mo harem 447

“surrounds.”

69) “[Turn] from evil and do good.”170 

should turn evil into good.171

cattle are well cared for....”169 When one knows that the 
master of the world is everywhere, then everything is 
taken care of.

81) From the Besht: An explanation of [the opening 

verse of] parashat va-yishlach\ “And Jacob sent 

messengers...”172 [The Besht raised the following] 

question: in the days of the Messiah when hardships no 

longer exist as well as all the matters for which we pray, 

the [need for] prayer will also be eliminated. But since 

prayer is a limb of the Shekhinah, is it possible, Heaven 

forbid, to cancel [the need for prayer]? Furthermore, [he 

raised the] question regarding the verse: “On that day, 

the transgression of Israel shall be sought for, and there
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[i

172 Genesis 32:4
173 Jeremiah 50:20

shall be none, and the sins of Judah [shall not be 
found.]”173 Why search for [transgression]? Is there a 
specific need for Israel’s sins?

He explained: There are four types of prayer. First, 
one grieves that God’s honor has been desecrated by the 
nations of the world, and prays [that it be elevated and 
revealed.] Second, [one prays] because of sin, for one’s 
[real] problem is the presence of sin, itself. Furthermore, 
sin is more stringent than death, for death atones for and 
cancels one’s sin, whereas in contrast, sin brings with it 
the many [types of offenses punishable by] death and 
kareit (excommunication). Third, one prays for [one’s] 
sustenance. Fourth, [one prays] for life [and health.]

The limbs of the Shekhinah are clothed with the four 
types of distress mentioned above. So one should 
become aware [of this] and pray, and [recognize as] 

separate the physical [aspects for what he is praying] in 
order to raise the hidden sparks of the Shekhinah 
upward. But if the four types [of distresses] mentioned 
above are to be absent [in the days of the Messiah], a 

person will not know what to pray for. Thus [scripture] 
says, “...the transgression of the House of Israel shall be 

sought for...” so that we may find some reason to pray, 
but it shall not be found. Also, “...the transgression of 
the House of Israel...” [itself] shall not be found. 

Furthermore, sin and the other deficiencies [for which 

we pray] mentioned above (reasons 1, 3 and 4) will be 

lacking, We will not find any reason to pray except [for 
the fact that] prayer will be a means for effecting 
yihudim (mystical acts of unifying the upper and lower 

worlds.) For everything that occurs in the physical 
world is hinted at in the Torah, and the same is true [for
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Explication: The Besht seems to appreciate the “exoteric” reasons why most people pray.

However, he explains in this ma ’amar the true, “esoteric” reasons: “to raise the hidden

sparks of the Shekhinah upward” and to effect yihudim. The injunction to pray for the

needs of the Shekhinah is directly related to the central kabbalistic concern for freeing the

Shekhinah from the evil forces that afflict her. He then applies gematria and kabbalistic

symbols to the opening verses of parashat va-yishlach to support his teaching.
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everything that occurs] in the world of Atzilut (the World 
of Divine Emanation). It is also written in the Zohar that 
[what is said in the Torah] is to be understood 
metaphorically. By this [the Zohar] is saying that the 
most important thing is that one should have faith and 
believe without any doubt that through words and 

prayer, this becomes so [i.e., the unification of the upper 
and lower worlds is effected.]

By this we understand “va-yislach Ya’akov” [as 
saying that] Jacob sent the Shekhinah, for the yud [in 

Ya’akov, jW=10] corresponds to the ten forms that are 
enclosed in the seven days of building (i.e., creation), 
which corresponds to the ayin [in Ya’akov, ayin=1Q], 
each day containing within it the ten forms (7x10 = 70). 

But the truth is, each of the ten sefirot contain the ten 
forms, corresponding to the kof [in Ya’akov; £o/=100] 
(10 x 10 = 100). How does this happen? Through [the 
sefirah of] binah, which corresponds to the bet [in 

Ya’akov]. [And what did he send?] Angels, as it is 

written in Ketuvim, “The angels who dwell on high...” 
(referring to the upper worlds). [They were sent] to Esau 
his brother, who symbolizes the world of Assiyah (the 

World of Creation). [In this way, Jacob effected a yihud, 
connecting the upper world with the lower world.]
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Explication: The kabbalistic concept “ratzo v’shov” is discussed earlier in the

explications to ma ’amarim 1 and 10 and in the introductory discussion on the doctrine of

yeridah tzorech aliyah.

Explication: It is not clear whether the good fortune is accrued by virtue of the cleaving,

the light of Ein Sof or the face of the King. Regardless, the effect is fortuitous.
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97) From the Besht concerning the verse: “A prayer 

of a lowly person when he is faint and pours forth his
nt
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94) From the Besht: One shall cleave his thought to 
the light of Ein Sof that is within the letters. [That light] 
is the light of the face of the King of life, and this is a 

great principle of Torah and prayer. It also serves as 
good fortune to nullify judgements.
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174 Song of Songs 5:3; One has to bend down to wash his feet, but in doing so he “elevates” himself.
175 “raZzo v’s/iov.” See note 1. in#l.
176 This warning seems to be in reference to the four who entered Pardes (Hagigah 14b) Only Akiva 
returned safely because he knew how to return.

90) There is a stage in which, after ascending on 
high one descends again in order to elevate the lower 
levels. This is the mystical meaning of the verse, “I 
washed my feet.”174 This is the real meaning of [the 
expression] “going forward and retreating,”175 which is 
also called constrictedness and expansiveness. Every 
descent, however, requires a plan for how one is to 
return and re-ascend, lest he remain there [below], 
Heaven forbid. As the Baal Shem Tov said, there are 
many who remained [below].176



Explication: The text indicates that God clearly prefers the prayer of one whose interest

lies only in sharing intimacy with the Divine. Nevertheless, the analogy implies that less

spiritual interests are also served. All those who turn to the king have their requests

fulfilled. Moreover, while the highest type of prayer involves no ulterior motives, God

makes sure that his favorite also receives wealth and honor.
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109) From the Besht: One may want to escape 
from unbearable suffering, but it follows after him. It is 

like a pregnant woman who goes to another place to 
escape from the labor of childbirth, but the pain follows 

her. The best advice is for one to pray to God that he be 

relieved of his suffering. That is [what is meant by]
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conversation before God.”177 [It may be explained] by an 
analogy: A king proclaimed on the day of his rejoicing 
that whoever wanted to request something from the king, 
he would grant his request. There were those who 
requested power and honor and those who requested 
wealth, and he gave to each one that which was 
requested. But there was one wise person there who said 
that his petition and request was that the king himself 
would speak to him three times a day. This pleased the 
king very much that someone preferred speaking with 
him more than wealth and honor. Thus his request was 
granted that he be permitted to enter his chamber and 
speak with him. And there were opened for him the 

treasures so that he might also acquire wealth and honor. 
So this is [the meaning of] what is said: “A prayer of a 
lowly person...” [that is] “before God he will pour forth 
his conversation,” for that is his request.

177 Psalms 102:1.
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Explication: Here again we see the idea that suffering can lead one, out of necessity, to

turn to God in prayer. He also uses the story of the exodus from Egypt as a metaphor for

the personal redemption from narrowness (mei'tzarim), or in this case, pain and suffering.
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l78Psalm 118:5.
179Exodus 14:10.
180Exodus 14:13.
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111) From the Besht: in the name of the early sages, 
one should know the mystery of God’s Oneness: that 
whenever I grasp and hold fast a comer or [small] 
portion of the Oneness, behold, I hold fast to its entirety. 
Therefore, since the Torah and the mitzvot were 

emanated from God’s Essence, this is the true Oneness. 
This being the case, when one fulfills one mitzvah 
properly and with love, this is [simultaneously an act of] 
clinging to Him and holding fast to that mitzvah, which 

is a part of [God’s] Oneness. This being the case, God’s 
unity is in his hand as if he fulfilled all of the mitzvot, 

since they, in their entirety, comprise God’s Oneness. 
When one experiences the joy [from doing this], he is 

“clinging” to God’s joy (implying a complete, almost

what is said: “Out of distress I called out to Adonai and 
God answered me in the wide open space.”178 And this 
is [what is meant by] what is said: “...and behold, the 
Egyptians pursued them [and they were sore 
afraid]....”179 [Back] then they understood this [advice 
mentioned above] and so “...the Israelites cried out unto 
the Lord.” Naturally, this is what follows [in the text]: 
“Whereas you have seen the Egyptians today, you shall 
never see them again.”180



small portion of God’s Oneness is like grasping its entirety. Based on this principle,

holding fast to one mitzvah, which comes from the Torah and partakes of God’s Oneness,

is like holding fast, or “clinging” to God Himself. In this way, one is able to attain a state

principle, the fulfillment of one mitzvah becomes equal to the fulfillment of them all.

Secondly, one enjoys the bliss of being connected to the root of everything.

If the lover wants to find theexplain where one can find what he is looking for.

shepherd, she should follow the tracks of the sheep. If one seeks wisdom, he should learn
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it

sexual type of enjoyment), since He is the root of 
everything. (He is literally partaking of God’s joy.)
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Explication: Here the Besht reiterates what was stated inma’amar 65: that grasping a

Explication: The Besht juxtaposes the verses from Song of Songs and Pirke Avot to

181 Song of Songs 1:8
182 Pirke Avot, perek4, mishna 1

of devekut in one’s daily activities. This has two benefits. First, based on the above

116) From the Besht: “If you do not know, Oh 
fairest of women, go follow the tracks of the 
sheep....”181 (This verse is that of a shepherd telling his 
lover where he may be found.) [This can be interpreted] 
in light of an explication of the mishnah: “Who is wise? 
One who learns from everyone.”182 This will become 

clear by a parable: one who looks in a mirror sees his 
[own] defects. Thus, in seeing a deficiency in his fellow 
man, he becomes aware that there is a trace of [that 
deficiency] in himself. (God allows us to see defects in 
others only so we can become aware of those same 

defects in ourselves.)



from everyone. Likewise, if one wants to become aware of his own deficiencies, he

should take note of the deficiencies he is aware of in others.

^P
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183 Psalms 89:16a.
184 Psalms 89:16b.
185 probably II Samuel 19:16.
186 Orach Chayyim 1

133) “Happy is the people who know the joyfill 
sound.”183 The .Besht interpreted this verse by the 
following parable: There was a country in which there 
lived a hero. All the inhabitants of that country relied on 
him [to protect them] and consequently did not learn the 
art of warfare for they entrusted themselves to their hero. 
Eventually, when a war broke out, the hero wanted to 
prepare his weapons, but the enemy had tricked him and 
stole his weapons one by one until there was none left 
with which to fight. Thus, all the inhabitants of that 
country who had relied on him were captured with him. 
This is [the meaning alluded to in] the verse: “Happy is 
the people who know the joyful sound,” namely, when 

the people do not rely on the hero, but know for 
themselves the sound of war. Then, “[O Lord,] they 
shall walk in the light of Thy countenance,”184 “to meet 

the king.”185
As it is written in the Tur (Shulchan Aruch): “They 

have a custom to fast on Erev Rosh Hashanah” 186 and 

they did not rely on the mighty ones. If he said this in 
his generation, how much the moreso now, when it’s 
possible that even the mighty one himself doesn’t know 

the tactics of war nor does he have the weapons.



Explication: In this ma’amar, the Besht advises every individual to address himself

directly to God and to engage in battle with the forces of evil and not to trust “great men”

to do this on his behalf. This is in striking contrast to the unconditional reliance on the

tzaddik that was later advocated in Hasidism only a generation or two after the Besht.

Explication: The Besht defends the efficacy of prayer by saying that its outcome is not

always discernable in the physical world. He only hints at the Lurianic idea that prayer

can affect, and even direct, the sefirotic potencies in the supernal realm.

rrban

Explication: The Besht does not articulate here what exactly the inner purpose is to

which he alludes, although it can be inferred from his teachings. The point of this

ma’amar seems to provide an assurance that whatever happens does not happen in vain.
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150) Everything in which one is involved in this 

world has an inner purpose.

187 Psalm 12:9 “The wicked walk on every side, when the trivial is exalted among the sons of men.”
188 In Berachot 6b, R. Bivi bar Abaye explains why the verse is worded in such an obscure manner. Rather 
than reading it as “when the trivial is exalted,” he reads “when the exalted is trivialized.
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138) From the Besht: [Regarding the scriptural 
verse]: “...k’rum z’lut li-v'nei adam”™ the gemorrah 
explains [it’s meaning as follows]: “There are things that 
stand in the heights of the universe, but which people 
revile.”188 The meaning [of this verse] is that the 
outcome of prayer is manifest “in the heights of the 
universe,” and is not always discernable [in the physical 
world.] Therefore, people treat prayer lightly, thinking 

that their prayer, Heaven forbid, is ineffective, but that is 
not [really] the case.

3?
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Explication:

sweetening in the explications accompanying ma’amarim 7 and 28.)
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we have 49 levels, The ‘kingdom of the kingdom’ refers189 When each of the 7 sefirot are multiplied by 7, 
to the lowest of these 49 levels.

Dp
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160) Also from the Besht: An explanation of the real 
aleph-bet. What one should do with each/every letter: 
hachna ’ah (subduing), havdalah (separation) and 
hamtakah (sweetening), which is to say, just as when the 
judgements, the breaking of the vessels and the terrible 
mishap are alluded to in the letters [in the word] 
ADONAI in the opening verse of the Shemoneh Esrei, all 
the meditations that are there should be meditated on in 

each word and phrase to sweeten the judgements, for the 
letter 'aleph' is really a wonder {'aleph' spelled 
backwards is 'peleh', wonder) and is clothed in the letter 
'bet', which equals 2 'aleph's up until the letter 'tav,' 
which equals 400 'aleph's. Anyone who is removed 
from the letter is removed from the life and is clothed in 
the kelipot until the “kingdom that is in the kingdom,”189 
which are strange thoughts. When one thinks about the 
exile of the Shekhinah, that a spark of the Shekhinah has 
been enclothed within the ugliness of the kelipot, he will 
tremble a great tremble and “all evildoers shall be 
scattered”190 and a yihud will be effected between fear 
and awe and the holy sparks will be refined and will be 
united above to the life energy. In truth, the life energy 

runs forward and back and this is redemption from 
captivity, and this is the hachna ’ah (subduing) as if no 
one is speaking but the Shekhinah. Havdalah 
(separation) refers to separating the kelipot, etc. 

Hamtakah (sweetening) means to elevate them and 
sweeten them in their source, etc. Cherish this great 

principle.

(Please see the discussions pertaining to subduing, separating and



Explication: This ma 'amar raises the issue which was at the core of the conflict between

Hasidic and traditional attitudes toward Torah study. In Hasidism, the attainment of

devekut took precedence. Even earlier, in the teachings of the kabbalists of Safed, the

ultimate purpose of learning Torah was pneumatic and not primarily the acquisition of

This attitude is discussed in detail in Sheney Luchot ha-Brit, One passage

attributes to R. Isaac Luria the view that a specific period of time should be set aside for

uniting one’s mind with God in devekut. Moreover, this practice is declared seven times

According to the Sefer Haredim, it is
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167) In this generation, our understanding [of 
spiritual matters] is extremely low [as compared to 
previous generations]. [Therefore,] it is necessary to 
strengthen one’s awe of God, and to frequently meditate 
in awe and fear. Even if it is during one’s study of 
Torah, it is good to pause a little every now and then 
from his study to meditate. Although, on account of 
this, he may forego his studies a bit, [it is necessary to do 
so] “for study is not [the most important thing but, 
rather, its actualization].”191

TDp
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174) The gemorrah says: “There are great 

matters and small matters. A great matter is the 
Ma’as eh Merkavah (the earliest form of Jewish 
mysticism). A trivial matter is the scholarly debate

PirkeAvot 1:17 m o v
192 See Piekarz, “Beginning of Hasidism,” pp. 346-360. Also see Lawrence Fine, The Study of Torah as a 
Rite of Theurgical Contemplation in Lurianic Kabbalah,” in David Blumenthal, ed., Approaches to Judaism 
in Medieval Times, v. 3 (Atlanta, 1968), pp. 29-40.
193 Quoted by Piekarz, ibid. p. 353.
194 Davis, The Way of Flame, p. 1.

seventy times more valuable for the soul than Torah study.194

more valuable than time spent on Torah study.193

knowledge.192
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195Succah 28a and Hagigah ?\ havayot refer to talmudic disputes in general.
196Isaiah 40:6-7
,97See Rechev Israel by R. Mordechai Sariki citing R. Moses Chayim Luzzatto’s Adir Ba Marom, p. 219.

(havayot) between Abaye and Rabah.”195 It is difficult 

to understand how the debate between Abaye and 

Rabbah could be called “a trivial matter.” [These 

disputes deal with] the most important aspects of our 

Torah, which was given at Sinai. However, here is the 

real explanation: The revealed and hidden aspects of the 

Torah are essentially of one subject matter, for 

everything depends on the intention of the individual. If 

it is his intention only to know [the Torah’s] contents, he 

will not acquire anything. About him it is written, “[All 

flesh is like grass,] and all its goodness like flowers of 

the field. [Grass whithers, flowers fade when the breath 

of the Lord blows on them.]”196 However, if one seeks 

[to acquire] a passion for cleaving to God and become a 

merkavah (vehicle) for Him, the only way to do so is 

through the Torah and mitzvot. Then, whether one 

engages in the revealed teachings or the esoteric 

teachings, he will be worthy of being a merkavah for 

God. This is [what is meant by] what is said [in the 

gemorrah]'. “A trivial matter is the debate between 

Abaye and Rabbah.” This alludes to one who studies 

[merely] to derive pleasure and to satisfy his personal 

needs. Such study is a trivial matter. This means that he 

is serving God in a way that is trivial and unimportant, 

for to him [studying Torah] is only like the investigation 

into any other field of knowledge. But the one who 

studies the Torah in order to become a merkavah for 

God, this is a great matter. [Thus the gemorrah says]: 

“A great matter is the Ma ’aseh Merkavah.” This alludes 

[to one who] makes himself a merkavah for God by 

means of the Torah.197



Explication: The problem with self interest, even in the service of God, is that it

value system which places devekut and experiential knowledge of God at its summit, this

is a serious flaw. Thus, one’s study of Torah “merely to derive pleasure and to satisfy his

personal needs,” is a trivial matter.

the spiritual.

fear, which is love.
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192) There are two types of devekut. Some say 
it occurs when a person says a word [of a prayer] and he 

extends the pronunciation of that word for a long time 
because, [being] in devekut, he does not want to separate 
himself from the word, etc. (i.e., and the experience it 
induces.) Others say that devekut is when one does a 
mitzvah or studies Torah and the body becomes a seat

nxv mw tzmyn m
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-tV*
Explication: In this and other ma’amarim, the Besht teaches that^physical often leads to

200 In this case, the physical aspect of fear leads to the spiritual aspect of

198 from the Machzor, in the Yom Kippur Neilah service
199 Ecclesiastes 10:12

so on.

gracious.

177) I heard from my Master that the fear [of divine] 
retribution is a physical aspect [of the fear of God.] This 
is referred to [by the image of] God’s hand “outstretched 
to receive those who repent.”198 [The external fear] 
awakens the spiritual aspect of fear, which is called love, 
[the willingness] to receive [punishment] in love. Then 
one will be exempt from the physical aspect of fear, and 

“The words of a wise man’s mouth are 
„199

necessitates a diversion of attention from its proper object, the Divine Presence. In a

mp’ain x*’ mp’ain jnya fUTH 
mm nnx na*n nmxrca xin 
nanaw nann na’n nmxa inxa 

irwb nxn wx nip’ai 
Kin mpnirr x*n no namnn 
nunjn mina poiy w mxo aunyvo 

kdo nun



Explication: This ma amar describes two types of devekut. The first seems to focus

more on the external aspect of the experience, describing it in terms of how someone may

recite his prayers. The other is a much more internalized or subjective account. In that

description, each aspect of the worshipper’s being becomes subservient to a higher

aspect. Medieval Jewish psychology recognizes five such aspects, but most discussions

only concern the first three: nefesh, ruach and neshamah.

fiXp

Explication: In earlier kabbalistic writings, there is a connection between the state of

devekut and prophecy, both of which occur from some sort of communion between man

The patriarchs, Moses, and the prophets were described as people whoand God.

achieved a lasting state of devekut. When devekut is achieved, Ruach ha-Kodesh ( The
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195) R. Israel Besht said: When one cleaves to 
the Creator and a thought suddenly occurs to him about a 
certain matter, it is probably true just as it occurred in his 
thoughts. This is a minor case of ruach hakodesh (i.e., 
prophecy or divine inspiriation).202

rmi rmb won
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.□’ipn

for the soul (nefesh) and the soul [becomes a seat] for the 
spirit (ruach) and the spirit for the neshamah (higher 
soul) and the neshamah [becomes] a seat for the light of 
the Shekhinah, so that it [rests] upon his head. It is as if 
the light spreads around him and he dwells within the 
light and “he rejoices with trembling.”201 Also, if this is 
so, the heavens are like a hemisphere everywhere.

200 See Mm. 20, 63, 109
201 Psalms 2:11.
202see Likkutei Moharan 1:138.



abilities.

Explication: Just as what is essential in every being and every action is the ray of divine

energy which takes form in the object, so the very impulse to worship is itself a ray from

As one ascends in devekut, the divine emanations return to their

one’s own powers are eradicated. It is as if the divinity itself were uttering his prayer. In

this state, one becomes merely a passive vessel empowered by God.
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199) The stripping off of one’s corporeality is when 
one doesn’t feel any bodily sensations, nor [see] any 

images of this world, but only images of the higher 

worlds, that is to say, the angels and serafim. Once he 
reaches the world of atzilut [the World of Emanation] he 

only feels things in a very subtle way, as this is the [most 
sublime] emanation of God. There he knows future 

events; and sometimes he also knows future events in 

the lower worlds that are foretold by the angels [whom 

he can see and hear].

the divine source.

Holy Spirit”) comes into contact with the mystic and gives him superhuman spiritual
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198) As soon as one says “Ad-nai, open my lips 
[that my mouth may declare Your glory]”203 the 
Shekhinah enclothes itself within him and speaks 
through him.204 When one becomes convinced that the 
Shekhinah speaks through him, he will be overcome by 
awe, at which point the Holy One, blessed be He, will 
constrict Himself and rest upon him.

source. Experientially at this stage, one enters an ecstatic state in which all aspects of

203 Psalm 51:17, recited as a prelude to the Amidah



Explication: Here the Besht describes the extraordinary experience of the “stripping off

one’s corporeality.” It is not a literal “stripping off’ but more like a dis-identification

from the material realm. In this state, he is so connected to the Divine realm that it seems

to speak through him.

Explication: Kabbalists were well known for their midnight vigils, for weeping and

wailing each night over the exile of God’s Presence, for the weeping of Rachel, and the

destruction of the Temple, after which they would engage in study. This customs became

88

R. Israel Baal Shem Tov said concerning this 
experience: When I attach my thoughts to the Creator, I 
allow my mouth [to say] whatever is wants, because I 
attach the words to their supernal root in the Creator, for 
everything has a root above in the sefirot.

’jxwa n xiai? pjya nax 
ux 'ir xmaa ’nawna paia
^x ’a nrvw na nai^ non rrua 
xmaa jrbyn nwa onann wpa 
nbyab rw ib w w 

•nnwoa

204 In kabbalistic literature, the Shekhinah is identified with the voice of one in prayer. See Zohar 111:230a, 
281b; Tikkunei Zohar, Tikkun 18, 38b; Likkutei Moharan 1:42,48,78; ibid. 0:84.
2Q5Berachot 28b
206This refers to the custom of waking at midnight to mourn the destruction of the Temple and the exile of 
the Jewish people. See Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 1:3; Zohar III, Acharei 68a, ibid., Balak 46a;
Zohar Chadash, Balak 23 b.
207 Dinur, p. 171 and 208, n. 324-26.

207widespread, and there were many who felt that it was obligatory.

na^y xma nw 
xai i&nrca buza1? ra xmaa
Wi xin ra ma mix ppm lai 
^izzmpatt? ^aai vaeb jny'na'i 
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.yma

205) “If only one were to fear heaven as much 
as one fears flesh and blood.”205 An example: If one 
were sleeping and his teacher came and nudged him with 
his hand, he would immediately be startled and tremble 

before him [the teacher]. How much the moreso (u ’mkol 
sh'cheiri) when God awakens him from his sleep at 
midnight, as is known [by the Hasidim}?*
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208 Hagigah 15a; a reference to the story of the four who entered Pardes. Acher saw the angel Metatron, 
and later became a heretic.

206) “Ein keiloheinu - There is none like our God.” 
This [first verse of the popular hymn by this name, 
corresponds to] the World of Assiyah (Action). [On this 
level, which is [as self-evident] as a book, in that it’s 
absolutely impossible to make a mistake. “A/z 
keiloheinu - Who is like our God?" This [second verse 
corresponds to the World of] Yetzirah (Formation), in 
which it is possible, Heaven forbid, “to make a mistake 
like Acher, who saw Metatron....”208 But I am not 

mistaken, for “Who is like God?” “Nodeh leiloheinu - 
Let us give thanks to our God.” [This third verse 
corresponds to the World of] Beriyah (Creation) for 
there it is impossible to make a mistake because it is 
close to [the World of] Atzilut (Emanation) and in Atzilut 

we speak [to God directly] in the second person: 
“Baruch.,” and also “Ata hu elokeinu” [Blessed are 
You, He is our God.]

[The verses that follow, one of which mentions “our 
fathers,” bring us to the following question.] Why do we 
say “Our God and God of our fathers?” Because there 
are two types of people who believe in God. One 
believes in God because it is the tradition of his fathers. 
Nonetheless (v 7m koi ze), his faith is strong. The second 
comes to religious faith through [his own] investigation. 
The distinction between them is that the first one has an 

advantage insofar as it is impossible to sway him. Even 

if someone were to present him with contradictory 
beliefs, Heaven forbid, his faith is strong on the basis of 

the tradition of his fathers, as well as the fact that he 

never questioned it. However, he does have a 
disadvantage, insofar as he possesses his faith only as a

mi obiw Kin wp^ko fX 
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“commandment

Explication: This ma 'amar seems to be a compilation of two separate sayings, both of

which speak for themselves.

1B1
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215) R. Israel Besht, peace be upon him, said that 

when a person is drowning in a river, and he appears to 

be making motions to extract himself from the waters 

that sweep him away, observers will surely not laugh at 

him and his motions. So, too, when he prays and makes
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nwiyi bbonaws
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n’anw nanaw nbya lb 'an 
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B’an jo iaxy x’xvw niyun 
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la inynn byi pby isxibn’

of habitual people,” [performed 
mechanically] without reason or understanding.

But the second one has an advantage in that he 
recognized the Creator as the result of his great 
searching. [This recognition of God] is firmly 
established with absolute faith and complete love. Yet, 
he too has a disadvantage in that he can easily be 
swayed, for if someone came to him with a contradictory 
belief, his faith could be swayed, Heaven forbid.

But one who possesses both qualities has the 
greatest advantage. That is to say, that he relies on his 
forefathers in strength and also this faith comes to him 

on account of his own investigation. This is perfect and 
good faith. That is why we say “Our God,” on account 
of our own philosophical investigation, and “God of our 
fathers” to acknowledge the tradition we have received.

Thus it is written in Tshuvat Panim Metro?™-. 

therefore we recite “God of Abraham, God of Isaac and 
God of Jacob,” and we do not say “God of Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob.” This teaches you that Isaac and Jacob 
did not rely on what they received from Abraham, but 

rather on their own search for the Divine.



Explication: One context for practicing devekut is solitary contemplation (hitbodedut).

The practice here involves a form of meditation in which the journey through the four

worlds of the Kabbalists that is ordinarily made during the morning prayers is replicated
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motions, one should not mock him when he tries to save 
himself from the ‘evil waters’ - i.e., the kelipot and 
extraneous thoughts which come to prevent him from 
having his mind on his prayer.

yribnnb px niyun
□unrn kvw vby
ibtnb □’’xnn niD'bpn onw

.inborn mnrcnnn

216) When beginning to pray, one should feel 
like he is in the World ofAssiyah (Action). Afterwards, 
he should feel like he is in the World of Yetzirah 
(Formation), the world of angels and ophanim (celestial 
beings). After that, [he should feel like he is] in the 
World of Beriyah (Creation], until he feels like he has 
soared in his thoughts [to the] heights of the World of 
Atzilut (Emanation). Like a person who strolls from 
room to room, thus should he travel in his imagination to 
the supernal worlds.

One must be careful that he does not fall from 
this lofty state of mind [when he is imagining himself to 
be] in the supernal worlds. Rather, he should strengthen 
himself with all his power, so as to remain in this 
elevated state of mind, [as if] creating a restraint with a 
bridal and reins, to prevent himself from falling. When 
one wants to do this for the purpose [of achieving] 
devekut, at a time other than during prayer it is necessary 
that no one else be present. For if even the chirping of 

birds can disrupt him, so too can the thoughts of another 
210person.

xmw inairnaa snrrip 
rfjsnn nPnna abiya 
Dbny n-rx’3 Kin® p’jm 5'nw 
D’j'iya a*nxi D’lDixm o’axban 
ms® inacmaa trnrruz iy nx’nan 
'’xxn n’liyb nxa ,mai vmasmaa 
p mnb mna b^aaw mx iaai 
D’jvty ma'riya mawnaa 
main inaEmaa 5hd’ x'jbz nnri 
p’lm pn B’jvbyn ma'iiya nxa 
nbya1? nxttrw ma baa iasy 
iaa nwysz pm inaa vmawnaa 
p mwy1? mrnwai Tr xbw mi 
Tnx rfton ny® x^a mp’ai inri 
'w n’3 vnxa mx dip 'w xto 
pi i5>uab n’Pia,» msiy pixdx 

.^oab ^ia’ nnx iv nawna

209 helek 1, sa'if 39.



maintained even in company.

The extent to which a person requires isolation from others in order to practice

hitbodedut depends on how strong his adhesion to God i The danger of solitaryis.

hitbodedut seems to be that the soul in an intense state of devekut may expire in its

longing to be reunited with its divine source. Hasidic legend attributes such a death too

The Kabbalists had already conceived of prayer as a journey through the four

worlds and had assigned sections of the morning liturgy to each of these worlds.

However, according to the Lurianic approach, access to the supernal worlds depended on

focusing the mind on appropriate combinations of divine names and recalling the specific

kabbalistic processes that were occurring at every stage. These extra-liturgical aspects of

Lurianic kawanot began to be replaced by another notion of intention. Hasidic texts

kavvanah thus indicates the intensity with which one turns his consciousness from

materiality to the divine presence.

210This and similar meditative techniques can be found in the work of R. Hayyim Vital (Shaarei Kedushah
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219) It is said about R. Israel Ba’al Shem Tov, 
may he be blessed, that he merited all his illuminations 
and levels by virtue of his constant mikveh immersions.

Ill:8) and R. Eliyahu of Vilna (Sefer HaBrit, Part II, Eichut HaNevuah 8:6; ibid., SodRuach Hakodesh, 
11:7)
2,1 Krassen, Miles. Devequt and faith in zaddiqim: The religious tracts ofMeshullam Feibush 
Heller ofZbarazh, p. 124.

as an independent act of contemplation. Despite the fact that the desired state can easily 

be interrupted by external distractions, it seems there are occasions where it can be

non? tran vby TICK 
ib nirron nnxn bob 
ran mmpan nano bon 

mb’otn

R. Yehiel Michael of Zlotchov.211

prayer were called kawanot (or intentions). However, in early Hasidism interest in

emphasize kawanah in the sense of concentration on the object of prayer. Hasidic



awareness.
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non
np’nvs X’W3V np’nv HDDnb PD
Dbuzn ids? pni*? xin bis’

•nojn kmv nsvnon

Frequent [immersions in a] mikveh is superior to fasting, 
for fasting weakens the body from the service of God. 
Also, it is better that the strength one would expend on 
fasting be used for Torah study and prayer, so that one 
may pray with all one’s strength and concentration, 
which leads one to spiritual ascent.

ibio Dm rnyn D’p’Tcn tVJiy
’io did pninn n*3pn
vsxv lap pb Tuba inv nnpn’v 
p’D pu Irani id noba 

•mabj nanr mm ry

232) A person reaches a high level who is 

always aware that God is like one who watches someone 
else; he thinks that the Creator is watching him, as if 
[any] other person were watching him. This should 
always be in one’s mind as a pure, clear and lucid

mi’»na nnr nwnpai 
v’bna nuynnv nuynnn inv aw 
3ia nnv Tijn ova rrnayD nun 
non in’ nuyna nua xinv nonrc 

nbsm minn nD’ba nnn
4U’inab xi3’ nm uutoi ins boo

225) “The fence for wisdom is silence.”212 

When one is silent, he is able to attach himself to the 
world of thought. This is called “wisdom.”

nxi’v oixb nbrn nrnna THH 
ins ’*vn ihav 1’^3 i’»n 
DIV 3W1 'X dim 'w bonoav 
nix ids ^sdod zn’ xnun 
i’an z’rn t*d bsnoan nnx 
nmnoi nor navnoai vravnan 

wi^n

2l2/4vor 3:17): “...The masorah is a fence to the Torah; tithes form a fence to wealth; vows are a fence to 
self-restraint; the fence for wisdom is silence.”
213 The parable appears in more detail in other sources, such as Kedushat Levi on Exodus 3.11 and in Turei 
Zahav, Rimzei Rosh Hashanah'. The father is teaching his child to walk. Every time the child takes two or 
three steps toward the father, the father distances himself in order to make the child walk further. So, too, 
God is a “hiding God” (Isaiah 45:15) in order that one come yet closer to Him.
214 Psalms 48:15.

237) The responsibility of the tzaddikim in this 

world: It is as if the Holy One, blessed be He, distanced 
[himself] from them to draw them closer. This is 

analogous to a small son and his father who is teaching 
the child to walk, etc.213 R. Israel Besht exemplified this 

and “will guide us evermore.”214



CONCLUDING REMARKS

conceptualizations of the Divine, which

modern Jewish thought. The influence of existentialism on theology in the earlier part of

Martin Buber and Abraham Joshua Heschel, so steeped in the study of Hasidism, mostly

ignored its abstract theological language, favoring instead the biblical metaphors of

personal relationship between God and Israel (later universalized as “man”.)

Only since the mid-twentieth century has the historical research of Israeli scholars

begun to render Hasidic materials accessible. Also, the influence of mysticism on the

intellectual life of the West has created an atmosphere in which non-theistic religious

terminology is of increased interest. The “death of God” movement, although short­

lived, helped to underscore the fact that traditional metaphors for God as ‘Tather” or

“King” are increasingly at odds with the worldview and spiritual sensitivities of the

postmodern era. In the 1970s, the feminist critique of religious language also pointed up

the inadequacy of these terms, not only because they are masculine in gender but because

contemporary Jewish thought for a number of reasons.
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they represent a patronizing authority that is no longer culturally acceptable.

The Besht’s non-theistic and experientially-oriented conceptualization of the

While the ma’amarim of the Besht are rooted in the traditional, theistic 

framework of normative Judaism, they draw primarily from kabbalistic and panentheistic

frequently encountered in Keter Shein Tov, could be important in

It allows one to view religious

are generally non-theistic. The presence of such 

abstract and experientially-oriented religious language has yet to be taken seriously in

the twentieth century made personalistic language seem attractive. Even such figures as

Divine, which we



awareness as an added or deepened perception of the world, one that complements rather

than contradicts ordinary and profane perception. It seems to be nurtured by an openness

to a more profound rung of human consciousness, rather than calling for the “leap of

faith” requisite for theism. The theology that would emerge from such a “reappropriated

Hasidism” could be more closely characterized as a form of religious naturalism, insofar

as it entails no literal belief in a deity that is willful or active in human affairs. On the

other hand, it is a naturalism deeply tempered by a sense of the supernatural, an openness

to the profundities of inner experience, and a humility grounded in our recognition of the

limits of human knowledge.

As in traditional Hasidism, there should be room in the Reform movement for

such non-theistic paradigms to coexist with the more ancient religious language of

Judaism. On the one hand, our modern awareness of the strong projection element in our

personal metaphors for God should not be incapacitating. At times, our need to call out

as humans to the infinite may require that we picture it as human. At the same time,

however, the conceptualization of God as King is only one metaphor among many, even

if it is the dominant metaphor in rabbinic Judaism, of which we regard ourselves as heirs.

The essence of Hasidism lies in the overwhelming experience of the all-pervasive

presence of God. We have seen how the constant striving for this experience, and the

mystical awareness of one’s own ultimate identity, is reflected in the ma amarim of the

building on the foundations of earlier generations, that could support the cultivation and

attainment of his religious ideals.
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Ba’al Shem Tov. Also reflected is his ability to construct a conceptual framework,



Currently we in the Reform movement are in need of a conceptual framework that

is compatible with the experience and sensitivities of a secularized Jewish population. It

is quite possible that the homiletical literature of early Hasidism, of which Keter Shem

Tov is but one example, will prove to be a wellspring of language and ideas that have

remarkable viability for a contemporary theology of Judaism.
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